ABSTRACT
EVIDENCE OF THE GOSPEL IN PREACHING TO POSTMODERNS:
A STUDY OF THE SERMONS OF LEADING PREACHERS
by
Reid S. Thomas, Jr.
The purpose of this study was to discover how much leading preachers in today’s
postmodern environment depend on the power of the gospel in their preaching and,
consequently, influence the church’s understanding of preaching. The gospel shapes both
the content and delivery of sermons. This project addressed both aspects of preaching.
To understand better the role of the gospel in preaching content, this study
focused on the extent to which the preaching of today’s leading communicators is
influenced by orthodox doctrine as expressed in the Apostles’ Creed. Five sermons each
from five top preachers were evaluated as to the degree to which they upheld one or more
of the twelve statements of the Apostles’ Creed. As for the role of the gospel in preaching
delivery, this study focused on the extent to which the sermons of today’s leading
preachers evidenced an incarnational approach. Having identified the primary
characteristics of an incarnational style, the sermons were evaluated as to the degree to
which they exhibited these characteristics.
A panel of preaching experts selected the project participants. After evaluating all
twenty-five sermons, this study concluded the group demonstrates a gift for
contextualizing the gospel in their unique environments and does well in keeping the
focus on the person and work of Christ. The primary deficiency is failing to provide a
well-rounded picture of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Not enough is said about the
Father and the Spirit. To strengthen the impact of the gospel on the sermons under

analysis, this study recommends the recovery of trinitarian God language, implementing
a trinitarian preaching emphasis and more preaching and teaching on the nature of the
Church. While participants communicate God’s Word in a style that connects with their
listeners, greater attention must be given to the message itself in order to incarnate more
fully the gospel in today’s postmodern world.
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CHAPTER 1
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY
The Problem
As the son of a preacher, I heard many sermons on the need to receive Christ, but
one Sunday stands out in my memory. At the end of the sermon, my father made an
impassioned plea to his congregation to trust in Jesus. I was only five years old, but
through the message I clearly understood my need for Christ. God was drawing me to
himself in a very powerful way. That afternoon I felt compelled to ask my dad about
inviting Jesus into my heart. After he talked with me to be sure I understood the gospel,
we knelt by my bed where I prayed to receive Jesus. My life has never been the same.
Immediately I began telling my friends about Christ. I witnessed to my cousins. I even
felt a burden for my stuffed animals as I lined them up on my bed and preached from
behind a makeshift pulpit.
As I reflect on how I became a Christian, I realize what a large role preaching
played. Furthermore, in light of my Christian growth over a period of now more than
thirty years, I see that preaching continues to play a big part. Paul’s words grip me: “Yet
faith comes from listening to this message of good news—the Good News about Christ”
(Rom. 10:17, NLT).
God has used many things to shape me, but chief among his tools has been the
preaching of the gospel; it changes people. Again Paul’s words convict me:
For Christ didn’t send me to baptize, but to preach the Good News—and
not with clever speeches and high-sounding ideas, for fear that the cross of
Christ would lose its power. I know very well how foolish the message of
the cross sounds to those who are on the road to destruction. But we who
are being saved recognize this message as the very power of God. (1 Cor.
1:17-18, NLT)
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Another sermon stands out in my mind from my teenage years. A girl I was dating
invited me to a Sunday evening youth service at what was reportedly a very strict church.
Instead of an impassioned plea to receive Christ, what I heard that night was more of an
enraged demand to get right with God. Instead of being drawn to God, I felt as if I was
being dragged to God. The driving force of the sermon seemed not to be the authority of
the gospel but the authoritarian stance of the preacher. My concern was that young people
that night did not hear a gospel of grace, but a gospel of law. In short, they did not
experience the power of the gospel. Perhaps I caught the preacher on a bad night. Maybe
a “good talking to” was what he thought everyone needed. Even with the highest of
motives, the end result was that the gospel was, at best, not clearly presented and, at
worst, not heard at all.
More than verbal haranguing can empty the gospel of its power. Sometimes, as
Paul indicates, very clever means are employed. For example, the current emphasis on
powerful preaching can unintentionally devalue the gospel message. Theologian Alister
McGrath observes the “contemporary demand for ‘powerful preaching’ is usually
understood as referring not to the preaching of powerful doctrines but to powerful and
authoritative styles of preaching” (152). This demand elevates style over substance and
inadvertently redefines preaching as primarily a matter of sincerity and not truth. As a
result the truth of the gospel message may not be ignored, but it is certainly obscured.
McGrath warns that “force of conviction is not an adequate criterion of truth”
(153). To be sure, a preacher should be passionately convinced of the truthfulness of the
sermon. The danger comes when hearers believe a message is true primarily because of
the speaker’s sincerity. Placing too much importance on a speaker’s conviction can lead
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one to disregard whether the sermon itself is firmly rooted in the gospel message. As a
result the power and appeal of the sermon is founded on the messenger and not the
message. The inferred invitation of such an appeal is to pledge allegiance first to the
messenger, and then only secondarily to the message, whatever that message may be.
Clearly the Bible rejects placing ultimate authority in a human messenger. Paul
cautions the Christians in Galatia: “Let God’s curse fall on anyone, including myself,
who preaches any other message than the one we told you about. Even if an angel comes
from heaven and preaches any other message, let him be forever cursed” (Gal. 1:8, NLT).
The power and authority of preaching should be firmly placed in the gospel message
itself.
As I reflect on my work as a preacher, my primary concern is that I ultimately
base the authority and appeal of each sermon on God and his gospel. I do not want to lean
too much on my ability, but to be convinced fully that God himself and the power of his
gospel make the greatest difference in preaching.
My desire is to rest fully on the truth of the gospel and not ultimately on what I
am or can do. This study is focused though on the larger church and the overall direction
of preaching. Therefore, I have explored the degree to which preaching today is based on
God’s revealed Word. I believe this issue is critical. McGrath’s concern has piqued mine.
If preachers lean more on their power than on God’s, then their effectiveness in reaching
the postmodern world with the gospel will be greatly diminished.
In 1993 sociologist Marsha G. Witten released All Is Forgiven, a landmark study
on the influence of secular ideology on preaching in Protestantism in the United States.
After analyzing forty-seven sermons preached between 1986 and 1988 by clergy within
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the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the Southern Baptist Convention, Witten concluded
that “various indicators point to the substantial adaptation of religion to the norms of
secular culture” (139). One specific indicator was how preachers handled the issue of sin.
The norms of secular culture tend to minimize that people are by nature sinners. As a
result, Witten cites preachers being somewhat “soft” on sin. For example, sin is presented
as a general concept rather than as a specific action, thereby reducing the chance that
anyone listening would think they could actually commit a sin. Furthermore, sinners are
depicted as “other” people. The impression is that sin certainly did not apply to the
people listening; sin is something that pertains to “other” people. Another example
involves the omission of the doctrine of original sin. No references were made to
humanity’s basic fallenness.
If preaching does not clearly address the issue of sin, then a significant aspect of
the gospel is muted. Witten’s study only heightens the concern that preachers in the
United States do not have the gospel firmly in place. Her analysis, though, is based on
only one sermon per preacher. She also limits the sermon selection to the same passage in
the Bible, the story of the lost son in Luke 15. Lastly, her analysis is based on sermons
delivered almost two decades ago.
To discern the current direction of preaching I decided to study some of the best
preachers in today’s postmodern context in the United States. More specifically, I
examined their sermons and explored how much they depend on the power of the gospel.
Understanding what leading preachers are saying is important. They not only impact
other preachers in the United States, they also influence church members across the
country that read their books and listen to their radio shows. I have attended seminars and
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read books by many leading preachers, and most of the material deals with practical
aspects of sermon preparation and sermon delivery. Very little attention is devoted to
making sure the gospel is being communicated. While the emphasis on effective
communication techniques is essential, it is not paramount.
Methods and techniques by themselves can take preachers only so far. Knowing
how to study the Bible is crucial. Making the transition from point to point in a sermon is
vital. Understanding one’s hearers is even more central. Most important of all is making
sure the life-changing gospel is preached. I do not propose preachers choose between
honing a sermon’s substance and sharpening its style but to choose to focus first on the
substance and then on the style of a message.
The style of a message should flow from its substance. Thus, in this study I paid
attention to how a message is presented. The power of the gospel not only informs the
content of the message but also the shape of the message. Rather than taking a onedimensional approach to evaluating some of today’s best preachers, I considered both
what they preached and how they preached. Both aspects should be firmly rooted in the
gospel.
The Purpose
The word of Christ, or the gospel, is decisive in producing faith in one’s hearers.
Put simply, without the gospel, the church cannot make disciples of Jesus Christ. Without
the gospel, the church has no message and no mission. The purpose of this study was to
discover how much leading preachers in today’s postmodern environment depend on the
power of the gospel in their preaching and consequently influence the church’s
understanding of preaching. Clearly the gospel should have far more formative power for
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sermons than other factors. One’s spiritual life, communication skills and personal
charisma are all important; however, the degree to which a preacher communicates the
gospel in a style consistent with the gospel is even more important. To that end I have
studied both what a preacher preaches and how a preacher preaches.
Research Questions
Three research questions guided this study.
Research Question #1
To what extent is the preaching of today’s leading preachers influenced by
orthodox doctrine as expressed in the Apostles’ Creed? I examined five sermons each
from five top preachers and evaluated the degree to which each sermon upheld one or
more of the twelve statements of the Apostles’ Creed.
Research Question #2
To what extent do the sermons of today’s leading preachers evidence an
incarnational approach? I identified the primary characteristics of an incarnational style
and evaluated the degree to which each sermon exhibited these characteristics.
Research Question #3
What other observed characteristics are associated with the sermons of today’s
leading preachers? I explored other components that appeared to have a prominent place
in the examined sermons.
Definitions
Throughout this study I use several key terms requiring definition. Four important
words and concepts are central to this project.
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Preaching
Various definitions of preaching abound. Fred B. Craddock explains that
preaching is “making present and appropriate to the hearers the revelation of God” (51).
In the words of John R. W. Stott preaching is “an activity of bridge-building between the
revealed Word and the contemporary world” (178). Similarly Haddon Robinson
emphasizes the work of the preacher applying God’s word to those listening (21).
Each definition is an accurate depiction of the practice of preaching. Nevertheless,
in light of this study, I would have to emphasize one key feature: Preaching is ultimately
about drawing people closer to Jesus Christ. John Wesley’s final words to Francis Asbury
before sending Asbury to lead the Methodist movement in the United States were simply
“offer them Christ” (qtd. in Pickard xi). The apostle Paul summarizes his preaching
ministry by declaring “We don’t go around preaching about ourselves; we preach Christ
Jesus, the Lord. All we say about ourselves is that we are your servants because of what
Jesus has done for us” (2 Cor. 4:5, NLT). Jesus is the center of the preaching ministry.
Therefore, in this study I have defined preaching as the human communication of
God’s self-initiated self-revelation in his written Word so that one’s listeners may
personally experience God through the living Word, Jesus Christ. Throughout this study I
use the terms preaching, communication and speaking interchangeably. I also
interchanged the terms preacher, communicator, and speaker.
The Gospel
Since the goal was to measure how much a preacher depends on the gospel, a
clear definition of the gospel is required. The word gospel literally means “good news.”
God’s message is ultimately a message of good news and is revealed through the Bible.
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While Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are recognized as “Gospel” accounts of the life of
Jesus, the gospel is also the dominant note of all sixty-six books. Taken as a whole, the
Bible presents a message of hope and renewal through the person and work of Jesus
Christ. This hope is prophesied in the Old Testament and fulfilled in the New Testament.
In every book God is reaching out and drawing humanity into relationship with himself.
The overarching message of the good news of the Bible can be summed up in a number
of ways, but I chose the Apostles’ Creed because it is the most widely accepted
summation in the Church and it has withstood the test of time.
The earliest form of the Apostles’ Creed dates back to the second half of the
second century. This creed as most Christians know it today emerged around the seventh
and eighth centuries. Since that time, this creed has been more widely used and accepted
than any other creed throughout the church. Theology professor O. G. Oliver, Jr. provides
a historical perspective on the usefulness of the Apostles’ Creed:
The Apostles’ Creed continues to be used today much as it was in the past:
as a baptismal confession; as a teaching outline; as a guard and guide
against heresy; as a summarization of the faith; as an affirmation in
worship. It has maintained in modern times its distinction as the most
widely accepted and used creed among Christians. (73)
Similarly, William Barclay suggests that if the Church had a unifying statement of belief,
the Apostles’ Creed would be the leading candidate (9).
Furthermore, the Apostles’ Creed has been closely connected to the task of
preaching. Barclay cites Rufinus of Aquileia who, around AD 400, wrote an account of
why and how the apostles composed the creed. Rufinus explains that right after the
apostles received the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, they were getting ready to travel to
different countries to preach the gospel:
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When they [the apostles] were on the point of taking leave of each other,
they first settled on a common form for their future preaching, so that they
might not find themselves, widely dispersed as they would be, delivering
divergent messages to the people they were persuading to believe in
Christ. (10-11)
The “common form for their future preaching” became the Apostles’ Creed. Even
though, as Barclay acknowledges, this account “has all the marks of legend” it
underscores that as far back as the fourth and fifth centuries the Apostles’ Creed has been
strongly connected to preaching (11).
Having established the broad acceptance of the Apostles’ Creed as a summary of
the gospel, I then used the creed to evaluate the sermons of today’s leading preachers.
Below are the twelve statements of the Apostles’ Creed as they appear in The United
Methodist Hymnal. I have added a brief heading for each statement.
1. God the Father: I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and
earth.
2. God the Son: And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord;
3. Virgin Birth: Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary;
4. Crucifixion: Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead, and buried;
He descended into hell;
5. Resurrection: The third day He rose from the dead;
6. Ascension: He ascended into heaven, and sitteth at the right hand of God the
Father Almighty;
7. Judgment: From thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.
8. God the Spirit: I believe in the Holy Spirit,
9. The Church: The holy catholic church, the communion of saints;
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10. Forgiveness: The forgiveness of sins;
11. Glorified Bodies: The resurrection of the body;
12. Eternal Life: And the life everlasting. Amen (881).
Just as Jesus is the center of the ministry of preaching, so too is Jesus the center of
this historic confession.
The Incarnation
In addition to measuring a sermon’s content, I also evaluated the overall approach
of each message. The style and content of a sermon are closely connected. More
specifically, the style of a sermon should be shaped by its substance. The gospel, which is
Christocentric in nature, presents a Christocentric pattern for communication. More
specifically the incarnation of Christ provides the template for presenting the gospel.
According to R. L. Reymond, “incarnation” literally means “in the flesh” (555).
Jesus, who is fully God, became fully human while remaining fully divine. In becoming
fully human, Jesus became God in the flesh. This incarnational event has a direct bearing
on how Jesus is preached.
Right after his resurrection, Jesus said to his first followers, “As the Father has
sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21b, NLT). He compared the way in which the Father
had sent him into the world to the way in which he was sending his disciples into the
world to preach. The Father sent Jesus into the world as a baby. God the Son became
fully human while remaining fully God so he could meet humanity on humanity’s terms,
not on his own terms. Therefore, in John 20:21, Jesus was authorizing the disciples to
preach the gospel in a way that met people on their terms. He was advocating an
incarnational approach to preaching. This pattern of meeting people on their terms is
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found throughout the Old and New Testaments. The gospel message itself appears to
require an incarnational approach to preaching. Since the gospel is essentially about God
reaching out to redeem humanity, the preaching of that message requires a style and
words that reach out to listeners.
Another way of conceptualizing incarnational preaching is to understand it as
preaching the way Jesus preached. Thus, an incarnational approach exhibits
characteristics that Jesus himself demonstrated when preaching. For example, an
incarnational approach means a person will speak in terms understood by the listeners,
use stories and word pictures from everyday life, and address felt needs. These and other
distinctives of incarnational preaching are important indicators of how much a preacher
depends on the gospel. To that end, I have identified key characteristics of an
incarnational approach to preaching in Chapter 2. Using those characteristics, I then
evaluated each sermon according to how well one or more characteristics were upheld.
Postmodernism
To meet people on their terms requires that preachers speak in terms the people
understand. To speak clearly into the current context, the preacher must understand the
postmodern mind-set of today’s average listener. No term captures the context of today’s
culture better than postmodernism. The core tenet of postmodernism is the rejection of a
rationalistic, authoritative conception of truth. An incarnational approach to preaching
will be sensitive to this mind-set, neither accommodating it nor ignoring it; rather,
preachers will seek to understand postmodernism in order to contextualize the gospel in
the Twenty-First century in the United States.
Ronald J. Allen et al. distinguish between the philosophical movement of
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postmodernism and the cultural expression of postmodernity. While both aspects were
addressed in this study, primary attention was given to the latter because it is the context
of most hearers and preachers of the gospel.
Modernism reigned from the Enlightenment until just recently. Modernism
viewed truth as objective and knowable; human beings were believed to possess limitless
potential. Yet truth is not what it used to be; similarly the contemporary understanding of
human potential has changed.
Modernism has given way to the skeptical, sometimes even downright
pessimistic, fragmented world of postmodernism. In the modern world, preachers
gathered evidence to persuade their listeners through logic. In the postmodern world,
preachers must approach their tasks differently. Instead of persuading by logic and
appealing to common sense, the preacher must consider all the senses and explore those
things that cannot be proved. Emphasis is now placed on inviting others to join in the
quest for what is real and true.
Methodology
Following the lead of Witten and Matthew Christian Boda, I believe one of the
best ways to evaluate preaching is simply to listen to what is said in sermons. Preachers
can say in an interview, article, or survey what drives their sermon, but the proof is in the
preaching. While comments made in interviews and articles do influence others, what
perhaps exerts the greatest influence is the sermons themselves. The cumulative exposure
received by sermons preached in person, on the radio, and on television is probably much
greater than the exposure received by articles and interviews in which preaching is
discussed. Therefore, I have limited this study to the actual sermons of today’s leading
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preachers.
Witten evaluates the adherence of selected Southern Baptist and Presbyterian
(Presbyterian Church, U.S.A.) preachers to classic Christian orthodoxy by examining one
message from each preacher. This study expanded the number of sermons to five per
pastor and the scope to include all Christian denominations in the United States.
Furthermore, while Witten focuses on sermons devoted exclusively to the parable of the
prodigal son in Luke 15, sermons in this study covered a variety of passages throughout
the Bible. Witten’s sample is representative of preachers in the aforementioned
denominations, and this study serves as a complement to Witten’s work in surveying a
small group of leading preachers. A further complement is that while this study does not
replicate Witten’s work today, it is nonetheless an updated glimpse of the preaching
scene in the United States.
Boda’s intent was to discover the most effective way to preach to Generation X
(persons born between 1965 and 1981), and so his study was necessarily limited to
leading pastors of churches geared to reach exclusively members of that generation. He
describes this age group as the embodiment of postmodernism but acknowledges that
persons born before 1965 can and do demonstrate a postmodern perspective.
Furthermore, Stanley J. Grenz observes that the “loss of centeredness introduced by the
postmodern ethos has become one of the chief characteristics of our contemporary
situation” (20). Thus, I have assumed preaching to postmoderns affects the whole church
in the United States and not just a specific age group. As a result, my aim was to discover
leading preachers to postmoderns without any reference to when those postmoderns were
born.
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To determine today’s leading preachers, I assembled, in consultation with my
mentor, a panel of six experts. The first task of the panel was the identification of fifteen
of the best preachers to postmoderns today. After reviewing the panel’s
recommendations, I narrowed the list to the five preachers who appeared most often on
the experts’ combined lists. I then obtained audio recordings of five messages by each
preacher. Each message was delivered within the last two to three years. For each
preacher I chose sermons from five specific Sundays that are typically important in the
church in America: the Sunday before Christmas, the first Sunday of the New Year, Palm
Sunday, Easter Sunday, and the first Sunday of the school year (also known as the return
from summer vacation). Because attendance is usually high on these days, preachers tend
to put their best foot forward in terms of style and substance. I wanted to review their best
and most recent work.
Next I evaluated how much each sermon upheld one or more of the twelve
statements of the Apostles’ Creed and to what extent each sermon exhibited aspects of
incarnational preaching. I also noted other characteristics that figured considerably in the
substance and style of each message. Lastly I determined which factors were most
important in each message. This process allowed me to discover the degree to which each
preacher depended on the gospel to shape a sermon’s content and style.
Context of the Study
The purpose of the study required a broad context that included pastors of
churches within the Christian tradition (i.e., Protestant, Roman Catholic) in the United
States. I also included pastors who had been retired no more than five years.
This study was not limited to the United Methodist Church or the Southern
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Baptist Convention because I intended to study premier preachers regardless of
denomination. Denominational affiliation was noted since it does impact the theological
context shaping the preacher. I concluded that restricting the study to preachers within a
particular denomination would be too limiting. Confining the context to a specific
denomination would have robbed that group of a wealth of knowledge that could greatly
enhance the communication of their preachers. Furthermore, excluding any denomination
would have yielded an incomplete survey of the current preaching scene in the United
States.
Expanding the context to the whole world would also have been unwise. The lack
of time was a factor. The language barrier would also have challenged me. Furthermore,
the postmodern context in the United States is unique. Therefore, for the purposes of this
study, I chose to look at only preachers in the United States.
Instrumentation and Data Collection
Two principal instruments were used in this project. In the process of describing
each instrument, I include how the data was collected.
The first instrument was a two-part questionnaire sent in two stages to a panel of
experts in the field of preaching. Each panel member has extensive training in preaching
and is well acquainted with the preaching scene in the United States. Since the panel
could not meet and since the goal of the questionnaire was to narrow the list of preachers
from an open field to the top five, I used the Delphi Technique (Schorr). This technique
guided the process.
The first part of the questionnaire invited panel members to list who they believed
to be the fifteen best Christian preachers to postmoderns in the United States. Three
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selection guidelines were provided: (1) each preacher must currently pastor (or been
retired no more than five years from) a Church within the Christian tradition (i.e.,
Protestant, Roman Catholic) in the United States; (2) a postmodern person rejects
absolute truth and embraces multiple methods and perspectives by which to understand
and evaluate truth claims; and, (3) panel members circled the preacher’s name they
believed is the best of the fifteen.
Based on the responses from the first part of the questionnaire, I developed a list
of preachers who had been designated by any one panel member as the best of their list
and/or mentioned at least twice by the panel. I then sent out the second part of the
questionnaire in which the panel was asked to rank the five best preachers from this new
list. A final list of those preachers with the most votes was then compiled.
The second instrument was the narrative/documentary analysis of the sermons.
After obtaining the audio recordings of five sermons from each of the five preachers, I
proceeded to listen to each message. Guiding the analysis of these messages were two
sermon evaluation tools. Based on the twelve statements of the Apostles’ Creed, the first
tool employed a Likert scale of 1 to 5 to measure the strength of each preacher’s
adherence to the Creed. The second tool also used a Likert scale to measure the degree to
which the sermons of each preacher exhibited the various aspects of incarnational
preaching as explained in Chapter 2. Both sermon evaluation tools also allowed for the
collection of anecdotal evidence to back up the evaluation.
Delimitations and Limitations
This project focuses on a small group of preachers considered by a panel of
experts to be the best preachers to postmoderns in the United States today. The intent was
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not to study a representative sample of preachers throughout the country, but to
concentrate instead on those preachers on the leading edge of communicating the gospel
in today’s postmodern culture. In studying some of the best preachers, the aim was to
discover the ideal standard of preaching. It is this standard which then has a profound
impact on the wider preaching scene.
One limitation of this approach is that only five preachers were studied. A more
thorough understanding of the “leading edge” of preaching would have been achieved by
expanding the study to ten or more preachers. Another limitation was that preachers were
only in the United States. The number of experts on the panel was also a possible
drawback. Adding more experts would have potentially resulted in a different and
perhaps even more accurate list of today’s leading preachers.
Significance of the Study
Most of the preachers in this study are fairly well-known by other preachers, and
only a few are known by most church goers. Still the impact of these few is great. This
small group of preachers helps define “good” preaching in the church in the United
States. They exert significant influence on how others preach. A careful understanding of
what they preach and how they preach in relation to the gospel will help aid the critical
application of what is learned from these preachers. An unfiltered appropriation of what
today’s leading preachers do reflects an allegiance more to pragmatism than to the
gospel. Thus, while this study does not pretend to be the final word on what makes for
good preaching, it is an examination of essential elements of preaching the gospel. The
ultimate goal is to maximize what can be learned from some of today’s top preachers so
that the gospel may be more effectively communicated by preachers throughout the
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country.
Outline of the Study
In Chapter 2, literature relevant to this study is reviewed. Biblical, historical, and
theological precedents of incarnational preaching are the areas covered. I also have
explored the rise of postmodernism, not just as a philosophical movement but as a
cultural expression that directly impacts the communication of God’s Word. An analysis
of the research methods employed is included.
Chapter 3 provides a closer look at the sermon evaluation tools used to study the
sermons. Chapter 4 gives the findings of the study, and Chapter 5 offers reflection on
these findings and their relevance for preaching today.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND PRECEDENTS FOR THE STUDY
A review of biblical, historical, and theological literature provides crucial insights
into the communication of God’s Word. Attention is focused on what to preach, how to
preach, and on how preachers must understand their listeners. Special attention is also
given to literature that addresses how to preach to postmoderns. Understanding the
postmodern context is central to following God’s communication method of entering the
world “in the flesh” through his Son, Jesus Christ. Thus, while not all the complications
of preaching to the postmodern world can be enunciated, one fact is certain: preaching to
postmoderns must be incarnational.
What to Preach
This study assumes the Word of God is the content of preaching. Additionally,
throughout this project, the proclaimed Word of God is designated by the term “gospel,”
which literally means “good news.”
The Gospel
The reason for using gospel to summarize the overall message of the Bible is
rooted in the Bible’s own pattern of referring to the Christian message as the gospel. At
least fifty separate references in the New Testament use the term gospel to refer to the
Christian message (Mark 8:35; Rom. 11:28; 1 Cor. 4:15).
In more than forty other New Testament passages, the term gospel is specifically
connected with the preaching enterprise. For instance, Paul talks of his “ambition to
preach the gospel where Christ was not known” (Rom. 15:20, NIV). The repeated use of
gospel in this way is further reason for using the word “gospel” as shorthand for the
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message preached by the church.
D. R. Jackson notes that the Old Testament equivalent verb for preaching the
gospel is ⎠Ν⇔α (basar) which roughly means “proclaiming good news” (779). He
explains that in several instances this verb refers to proclaiming the “victory of God” and
the “good news of God’s kingly rule” (779).
The Old and New Testaments consistently associate the phrase “good news” with
preaching or announcing what God is doing to save his people. Therefore, “gospel” is the
term in this project used to refer to the biblical message proclaimed by Christian
preachers.
The Apostles’ Creed
The next task is defining the specific content of the gospel. Finding a good
summary of the Christian message down through the ages is one way to pursue this task.
Many summations of the message of Scripture exist, but one stands out as having
withstood the test of time and been more widely accepted and used in worship throughout
the Church than any other summation: the Apostles’ Creed.
Theologian Thomas C. Oden acknowledges that while Christianity has
experienced a wide variety of cultural expressions, a “scarlet thread … runs through all
these changes” (178). Defining that scarlet thread is an exercise in identifying the core of
the Christian tradition. He indicates that whenever Christianity enters a new cultural
expression it often returns to the earliest efforts of the church to articulate its core beliefs.
One of those early attempts to define the core of Christianity, Oden says, is the Apostles’
Creed (178). Additionally Christian philosopher Jerry L. Walls commends the Apostles’
Creed as he calls one of the major Christian denominations to recover its sense of mission
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and purpose as well as doctrinal clarity by reaffirming “the doctrines of the ecumenical
creeds, namely, the Apostles’ and Nicene” (127). Reformed theologian Donald G.
Bloesch endorses the Apostles’ Creed, along with the Nicene Creed, as a faithful
attestation of the “apostolic, revelatory meaning of the law and the gospel” (140). Lastly,
Barclay points out that every person who repeats this creed “puts himself in line with the
total faith of the universal Church” (10). The Apostles’ Creed is not bound by any one
denomination within Christianity, and it further distinguishes itself by passing the test of
time. Countless Christians, in many denominations, have affirmed this creed since its
inception over 1,500 years ago.
The theological perspective of the Apostles’ Creed is clearly trinitarian, affirming
and presenting the Godhead as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This perspective is a faithful
representation of the gospel message that Jesus, in Matthew 28:19, commissions his
followers to proclaim to all the world. Jesus calls the apostles to “go and make disciples
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit” (Matt. 28:19, NIV). Within this trinitarian context, the Creed places special
emphasis on the person and work of Christ, an emphasis consistent with the gospel
message. Six of the twelve statements in the creed affirm who Jesus is and what he has
done, is doing, and will do for the salvation of humanity.
Another reason to embrace the Apostles’ Creed is that the Creed itself is narrative
in form, a form quite appropriate for summing up a gospel message that is also narrative
in nature. The creed, while composed of a series of affirmations, is not a cold list of facts
and principles about God. Just as the gospel message is a story of God reaching out to
reconcile fallen humanity to himself, the Apostles’ Creed affirms the key aspects of the
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unfolding drama of salvation through God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Each affirmation
progressively reveals yet another aspect of how God enters into everyday life to bring
persons from death into life.
Because of the reasons listed above, the Apostles’ Creed is a more than adequate
standard for measuring the degree to which the sermons of today’s leading preachers
uphold the essentials of the gospel message revealed in the Bible.
The Preaching Scene Today
In his survey of successful preachers to Generation X, Boda notes that the ten
preachers analyzed “did not take seriously the need to lead hearers to the person and
work of Christ” (112). If Christ is central to the gospel message, then He cannot be
peripheral to the proclaimed message. This alarming deficiency highlights the need for
further study of the preaching scene today.
Boda echoes the concern of an earlier study by Witten. Writing as a sociologist,
Witten comments that the sermons in her study evidence “substantial adaptation of
religion to the norms of secular culture” (139). More specifically, she cites the tendency
of preachers to downplay human depravity, separation from God, and human suffering.
She rightly points out that the message of God’s grace is seriously compromised if these
issues are not emphasized.
A number of observers of the contemporary preaching scene in the United States
today have noted how the gospel message is indeed being distorted. David W. Henderson
explains that preachers alter the Christian message by either allowing concern for the
audience to eclipse concern for the message or by allowing concern for the message to
eclipse concern for the audience (25). In the first instance, preachers change the actual
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message of the gospel to please their listeners. In the second case, preachers use outdated
language to express the unchanging gospel. In both situations, the gospel is not heard.
Preaching expert Robinson admits that preachers today “face the pressing temptation to
deliver some message other than that of the Scriptures—a political system (either rightwing or left-wing), a theory of economics, a new religious philosophy, old religious
slogans, or a trend in psychology” (20). He concludes that most preachers give in to this
temptation. David F. Wells believes a “virtual collapse” of the preaching of the gospel
has occurred in the church today (196). Furthermore, he cites an unpublished study of
over two-hundred sermons that appeared in Pulpit Digest between 1981 and 1991, most
of which are not even explicitly biblical (149).
From a historical perspective, one could say the climate has been set at the right
temperature for these unsettling developments. Historian Mark A. Noll comments that the
highly influential evangelical movement and its leading preachers in the United States
helped create an atmosphere ripe for watering down the gospel. Beginning with George
Whitefield two centuries ago, Noll remarks the “most visible evangelicals, with the
broadest popular influence, have been public speakers whose influence rested on their
ability to communicate a simple message to a broad audience” (61). The goal of making
the gospel understandable to as many people as possible has put the gospel at the risk of
oversimplification.
The literature in this study suggests the preaching of the gospel is in grave danger.
The consequences of failing to preach the gospel are very serious. Apart from the faithful
preaching of the gospel, the church cannot survive, let alone thrive. Peter emphasizes that
Christians “have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the
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living and enduring word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23, NIV).
How to Preach
The faithful preaching of the gospel message involves more than communicating
the core of the biblical message. Preaching the gospel also involves preaching in such a
way that the message is truly heard; thus, this section addresses how one should preach
the gospel.
Biblical Precedents
The preachers of the Old Testament communicated the Word of God in various
ways so their messages were understandable. They spoke clearly and did more than just
pass along information. For example, Ezekiel entered fully into the life of his listeners: “I
came to the exiles who lived at Tel Abib near the Kebar River. And there, where they
were living, I sat among them for seven days—overwhelmed” (Eze. 3:15, NIV). He did
not hold the people at arm’s length, but he came close enough that his heart became
overwhelmed by their condition. Only then did Ezekiel receive the Word of the Lord.
Isaiah, too, identifies with the people. The way he identifies himself is significant.
Upon seeing the glory of the Lord in the temple, he says “Woe to me. I am ruined! For I
am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips” (Isa. 6:5, NIV).
Isaiah is fully immersed in the life of the people to whom God sends him. He lives among
the people; moreover, he identifies with the sin of the people, which is an important
aspect of Isaiah’s preaching ministry.
Moses, a great spokesman for God, chose to identify at great cost to himself with
the Israelites he led. Hebrews 11:25 says, “Moses chose to be mistreated along with the
people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time” (NIV). Daniel
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refused to defile himself by conforming to the cultural forms of his captors; instead, he
chose to empathize with his fellow exiles. He thus spoke to his listeners as a fellow exile.
The Lord told Hosea, “Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of
unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the
Lord” (1:2, NIV). By marrying an adulterous wife, Hosea went to great lengths to enter
into the condition of the people to whom he spoke. Other prophets also connected with
their hearers. Amos already had a bond with the people of Israel, as he was “one of the
shepherds” (Amos 1:1, NIV). Though Jonah was reluctant to go to the wayward people of
Nineveh, he went to them and proclaimed the Word of God in terms they understood.
Each spokesperson for God mentioned above came into the world of the listeners
through lucid and plain preaching, and in many cases, the Scriptures record how the
speaker empathized at great personal cost with the sinful and oppressive conditions of
those listening.
A similar pattern is discovered in the New Testament. The most profound
example is Jesus, who “became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14,
NIV). God put on flesh and lived among humanity through his Son, Jesus the Christ. He
is God incarnate, God in the flesh.
Jesus became fully human so he could enter into every dimension of the human
experience. For the purposes of this study, I explored how Jesus connected with his
listeners in his preaching. Dr. Ralph L. Lewis, a former preaching professor at Asbury
Theological Seminary, makes this important observation about the effectiveness of Jesus’
preaching in the book Learning to Preaching Like Jesus:
The secret of Jesus’ success as a preacher wasn’t His divine nature (which
we can never attain), but rather a very human attitude we could all easily
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adopt. Sure, there are some effective methods, techniques, and elements
we can find and even imitate from Jesus’ preaching. But if we want to
truly understand the effectiveness of Jesus the preacher, we have to start
by understanding His attitude. We can start by taking a closer look at the
people-centered attitude that formed the foundation of Jesus’ preaching
and ministry. (20)
In Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, he uses figures of speech and words familiar to
his listeners. He taps into their understanding of the law of Moses. He uses concrete
images such as salt, light, and a city on a hill. He addresses issues people face on a
regular basis, such as revenge, prayer, fasting, worry, and judging others. In other words,
Jesus meets people in the situations they regularly experience. He connects to them at
their level of interest.
Jesus often used parables. His listeners appreciated and readily grasped the stories
he told. Matthew states that “Jesus spoke all these things to the crowd in parables; he did
not say anything to them without using a parable” (Matt. 13:34, NIV). In so doing, Jesus
helped his listeners “discover the point and its implications for themselves as the parable”
was told (Lewis, Inductive Preaching 38).
Luke records some particularly instructive parables Jesus tells. The “tax collectors
and ‘sinners’ were all gathering around to hear” Jesus, while the “pharisees and the
teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them’” (Luke
15:1-2, NIV). In this setting Jesus spoke of a lost sheep that is found. Finding a lost sheep
was an image familiar to his hearers since shepherding was as common in their day as
trucking is today. Jesus also talks of a woman who loses a coin and finds it. Finally, Jesus
tells of a lost son who finally returns home. Jesus uses images and talks of situations
familiar to his hearers; he enters their world through the kinds of stories he tells. Jesus
begins with subjects his hearers know to reveal truth they do not know.
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This pattern of meeting people at their point of need, knowledge, and experience,
is consistent with how Jesus entered the world. Jesus, being fully God, humbled himself
and became fully human so that humans could more fully know God and be saved from
sin and death (Phil. 2:6-8). More specifically Jesus entered this world through the very
real and messy process of human birth. In so doing, Jesus became on earth the
Incarnation of God. Incarnation literally means “in the flesh.” Thus, Jesus literally put on
human flesh to become God in the flesh so humans could personally experience God.
This process of incarnation is not limited though to the birth of Christ. Charles H. Kraft
suggests, “God’s basic method of communication is incarnational” (21). Not only is
Jesus’ birth an aspect of the Incarnation, so too is the way he gave his life and preached
the truth to the people.
Just as Jesus used an incarnational approach to preaching, meeting people where
they were, so too did his followers. Two of Jesus’ most influential followers and effective
preachers of the early Church also used his approach. On Pentecost, Peter preached a
message that capitalized on the shared knowledge of the Old Testament prophets. While
some onlookers mocked the followers of Christ as being drunk with wine, Peter quickly
redirected the crowd’s attention to Joel’s prophecy of the outpouring of God’s Spirit,
indicating that what they saw was a fulfillment of the Word of God.
In Acts, Paul is “distressed to see that the city [Athens] was full of idols” (17:16,
NIV). He reasons both in the synagogue and in the marketplace. In the synagogue Paul
addresses Jews who believe in the one true God, and in the marketplace, he speaks with
philosophers who disagree with him. Paul’s winsome way of reasoning encourages these
philosophers to want to hear more from him. They invite Paul to a meeting of the
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Areopagus where everyone enjoys “talking about and listening to the latest ideas” (Acts
17:21, NIV).
Paul begins his message at the Areopagus by addressing issues that interest his
hearers. Among the Athenians’ altars Paul notices an “altar with this inscription: To An
Unknown God” (Acts 17:23, NIV). He compliments the Athenians on their religious
devotion but then uses the altar to the “Unknown God” as his opportunity to proclaim
Christ. Paul’s incarnational approach to ministry is summed up well when he says “I have
become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Cor.
9:22, NIV).
A common thread runs through the preaching in the Old and New Testaments.
Each preacher entered into the listener’s world, and each communicated the Word of God
in the language and cultural forms of the listeners. Each preacher incarnates the Word of
God. God’s message is communicated through human thought and language:
Preaching is analogous to the Incarnation: it is Word become flesh in a
particular situation.... Again and again, preaching shows itself to be
analogous to the person of Jesus Christ. For preaching is invariably
incarnational: it is the Logos that has put on the particularities of (and
indeed has become one with) human speech. Preaching is nothing less
than God risking an encounter with humankind, week after week, in
pulpits and on street corners. The Word continually becomes flesh for us.
(Kraft 180)
Kraft asserts that the incarnation is inherent to any effective communication of the
gospel. He explains, “everyone who is transformed by the power of God and genuinely
lives his witness to Christ is an incarnation of God’s message to human beings” (21).
Even the Bible is incarnational communication. Interestingly, the form of Greek New
Testament writers used was not the lofty, academic language, but they wrote in koinonia
Greek, the street language of everyday people. From the way prophets and preachers
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spoke to how their words were recorded, God’s message was clearly communicated to
listeners within their context.
In addition to using clear language, the biblical record demonstrates that faithful
preachers of the gospel (1) address authentic human needs, (2) empathize with the human
condition, (3) speak as messengers of God, (4) point people to Christ, and (5) invite
people to be transformed by what God alone can do.
Historical Precedents
Lewis reviews all ninety-six preachers in William Pinson and Clyde Fant’s
compilation, Twenty Centuries of Great Preaching, and he concludes each preacher “used
some inductive ingredients and showed signs of inductive process.... The common thread
through their greatness was not some secret aspect of exposition or oratory.... [I]t was
induction” (Inductive Preaching 197). What is important to understand is Lewis’s
definition of induction: An “inductive sermon is one that starts where the people are, with
particular elements—the narrative, dialogue, analogy, questions, parables, the concrete
experiences—and then leads to general conclusions” (43). Thus, all great preachers are
incarnational in their preaching since they place an emphasis on meeting people where
they are.
From the very beginning, incarnational preachers have met people with the
message of God’s Word. Eusebius, considered the father of church history, describes how
preachers, in the first two centuries after Christ, sought to “proclaim Christ” and to
ground people in Christ by giving them “books of the holy gospels” (102). The great
reformer Martin Luther explains the centrality of the proclaimed Scriptures to the life of
the Church: “[T]he Church owes its life to the Word of promise, and is nourished and
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preserved by this same Word–the promises of God make the Church, not the Church the
promises of God” (qtd. in Stott 24).
In his preaching text, Stott reviews some outstanding proclaimers of the Bible.
One of the earliest preachers he notes is Chrysostom (c. 347-407), whose preaching was
saturated with Scripture and, whose “moral applications were down to earth” (Stott 21).
Cotton Mather (1663-1728), a leading Congregationalist pastor, explains that he aimed to
“display in the most lively colours, and proclaim in the clearest language, the wonderful
perfections, offices, and grace of the Son of God” (qtd. in Stott 31). His message was
ultimately focused on the person and work of Christ as revealed in Scripture.
Commenting on Wesley, Stott remarks, “[H]e enlivened his preaching with vivid
metaphors, homely illustrations and dramatic gestures. By these he would hold his
audiences spellbound, as he either addressed direct questions to them or begged them
earnestly to be reconciled with God” (32).
Professor Edwin C. Dargan, a leading authority on the history of preaching,
summarizes the ancient or patristic age as a time when preachers were gripped by “a
profound conviction of the truth of the gospel, and of its power to redeem men from sin”
(59). Moreover, the preaching of this era “is firmly based on the authority of the
Scriptures, both of the Old and of the New Testament, as a revelation of the thought and
will of God; and is increasingly occupied with the exposition and application of the
Word” (60). Fundamental to these preachers was the belief that God’s Word makes a life
and death difference in the listener’s life. Having assumed the relevance of the gospel, the
preacher focuses on showing the hearer how the truth applies to and transforms one’s life.
In Dargan’s analysis, when preaching was least relevant, and least incarnational, it
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was most ineffective. He explains the impact of preaching that was not incarnational:
Our survey of preaching, both in the Eastern and Western churches,
during these three dark centuries (i.e. the early medieval age, or the 8th10th Centuries) leaves us with a feeling of depression.... It was mostly
weak imitation or straightout copying from the past; it had in the West
very little and feeble use of the vernacular. (172)
In other words, the preaching of this time period did not enter the world of the everyday
listener by using everyday language. Furthermore, the tendency was not to contextualize
the message but simply to imitate what had been done in previous ages.
In contrast, Dargan shows how Wycliffe and his band of preachers used everyday
language and traveled among the people. Wycliffe’s preachers were not highly educated,
but they were determined to spread the good news to as many people as possible (338).
They would often distribute copies of the Bible in English as they went about preaching.
Wycliffe was convinced the Bible was the “supreme authority in faith and life” (Stott 22).
That conviction drove him to make his sermons clear and understandable.
Throughout the history of the Church, preachers have followed the incarnational
preaching style of Jesus. For example, by using clear language and addressing felt needs,
effective preachers have helped people in a variety of contexts see the relevance of the
gospel. Furthermore, extensive use of Scripture marked the preaching enterprise. The
Bible was not just one among many texts; it governed the message. Above all else,
preachers invited people to realize and appropriate the life-changing truth of God’s Word
as ultimately expressed in the person and work of Jesus Christ. These are the leading
characteristics of how effective preachers have employed an incarnational style in
preaching the gospel over the last two millennia.
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Theological Precedents
A theology of preaching is fundamental to the preaching enterprise. It clarifies the
purpose of preaching and can, therefore, guide one in the practice of preaching. As for
preaching to the postmodern world, a theology of preaching is especially important for it
allows preachers the freedom of knowing why they are saying what they are saying. In a
world that constantly questions authority, a theology of preaching allows preachers to
realize their authority is grounded in one who sacrificed everything.
Thus, the process of thinking through the purpose and practice of preaching is
more than mental gymnastics. Developing a theology of preaching is part of the mind
renewal that Paul talks about in Romans. It allows for the kind of authentic spiritual
transformation that keeps preachers “on message.” In this section, special attention is
given as to how the Incarnation influences one’s theology of preaching.
Craddock explains the purpose of thinking through one’s theology of preaching:
[A] theology of preaching is no more than an attempt to discern the way of
God’s Word in the world and to align one’s mode and matter of preaching
accordingly.... [The preacher] says, “This is the way I work because of my
understanding of the way God works.” (65)
Preaching is, therefore, rooted in one’s understanding of God as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. Stott explains that the speech of the Trinity makes the speech of preachers
necessary. He says, “We must speak what he has spoken,… [h]ence the paramount
obligation to preach” (15). Stott goes on to emphasize that the very practice of preaching
is in fact unique to Christianity.
Allen et al. concur that preaching is rooted in the nature of God: “Every aspect of
the preaching task must seek its ground in who God is and what God requires of us”
(123). Perhaps the most profound action of God that deals with preaching is that he
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comes to the world. He does not hold humanity at arm’s length. He embraces people so
dearly that his Son becomes fully human while remaining fully divine. The Incarnation,
God become flesh, is then a clear theological conviction of biblical preaching.
Christian studies Professor Clyde E. Fant argues for the incarnation as the best
model for communicating God’s message:
The incarnation, therefore, is the truest theological model for preaching
because it was God’s ultimate act of communication. Jesus, who was the
Christ, most perfectly said God to us because the eternal Word took on
human flesh in a contemporary situation. Preaching cannot do otherwise.
(70)
Preaching professor Robert G. Duffett also advocates the incarnation as the
theological mandate for preaching so that others will hear the good news of Jesus: “The
acts of God in the incarnation, the life and ministry of Jesus, and the writings of Paul
provide theological and biblical precedent for developing connection as we attempt to
communicate today” (74).
The Incarnation, the coming of Jesus Christ, is the ultimate revelation of God. By
definition, incarnational preaching seeks to meet people where they live. Incarnational
sermons will be relevant to those listening.
To understand better the Incarnation and its implications for preaching, I take a
closer look at what happened when Jesus became human. At the Council of Chalcedon in
AD 451, church leaders affirmed that Jesus possessed “two natures without confusion,
without change, without division, without separation, the distinctiveness of the natures
being by no means removed because of the union, but the properties of each nature being
preserved” (Reymond 556). The two natures are the human and the divine. The
Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible describes the Incarnation as “the act
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whereby the eternal Son of God, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, without ceasing
to be what he is, God the Son, took unto union with himself what he before that act did
not possess, a human nature” (Reymond 554).
Like preaching, the concept of the Incarnation is distinctive to Christianity.
Darrell L. Guder et al. explain how this unique emphasis is at the heart of God’s activity
with humanity:
Incarnation is one of the distinctive words in the Christian vocabulary to
summarize the gospel event of Jesus Christ. Although the word is not
found in the Bible, it is based on John 1:14: “And the Word became flesh
and lived among us.” With this statement, the evangelist created a
powerful picture of God moving into the flesh, in→carnus. The thrust of
this imagery is missional. It emphasizes that God is active and decisive,
that God has taken the initiative in the healing of broken and sinful
creation. (2)
The implication is preaching is not so much the initiative of the preacher as it is the
initiative of God. He is the one who is ultimately active and decisive through the
preacher. Bishop Manning defines preaching as “the manifestation of the Incarnate Word
from the written word through the spoken word” (qtd. in Baird 868). The sequence begins
with God made flesh in Christ and then flows through the inspired word into the preached
word.
Theologian Millard J. Erickson characterizes the Incarnation as an act of infinite
love. He explains that because of Jesus, one can know God is personal, God is love, and
God is able to reconcile people to himself. Because God is fully present in Christ, God “is
not merely the force which creates personality; he is personal!” (358). Moreover, the “full
extent of God’s love is seen not in his announcing his love, nor in his assisting humanity
in its predicament, but in his actually coming, in person, to die to save us from our sins”
(358). Lastly, in Christ, all can see what God alone and no human could do: “reunite the
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separated spiritual partners, that is, cross the gulf that separates God and human beings”
(358).
Following the incarnational pattern, preachers are called to represent honestly and
faithfully the person of Christ through their own personality. A Christlike quality of life
is essential to the communication of Christ. Furthermore, the ultimate act of love in
preaching is to point hearers to the saving power of Jesus Christ. If this focus on Christ is
absent from the preacher’s message, then it is less than incarnational in quality. Lastly,
the preaching of God’s Word is fundamentally about what God alone can do. If the
emphasis of a message is upon what listeners should do, then the note of grace is lost.
Yes, a response should be sought, but the response will be less than helpful if it is not
thoroughly grounded in and saturated by the grace of the gift of God’s Son.
Commenting on failed missionary methods, Guder et al. observe the “message
may have been the gospel, but the way the message was made known was often not
congruent with the gospel” (xii). As a result, the gospel message was ineffective at best,
and distorted at worst. The message of the Incarnation of Jesus Christ requires a method
that is incarnational. Moreover, theologian Oden affirms that the Incarnation, the entering
of Christ into everyday life, is central to preaching: “Preaching is the announcement of
the coming of the risen Christ into ordinary human life” (136). Therefore, the form of the
sermon should suit the substance. Preaching must be down-to-earth. It must be personal,
infused with God’s love, and overflowing with the hope of reconciliation.
Highlighting the personal quality of incarnational preaching, Professor Gerhard
O. Forde explains preaching is “the direct declaration of ... the Word from God” and not
“words about God” (2). Preaching is really about cultivating a relationship between God
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and the listener. Preachers’ own personal relationship with God through Christ is critical,
otherwise their preaching will strike an inauthentic note. In Forde’s view, a sermon that
essentially becomes a message about God is unable to cultivate what should be a
relationship of love between God and humans. Only the direct address of a Word from
God can facilitate the loving response of the listener. Forde calls the word from God
primary discourse, and the words about God secondary discourse, as in the case of
systematic theology.
Not only does proclamation never occur, neither does the growth of a relationship
between God and the individual. An incarnational approach to preaching is not just about
preachers entering the world of the listeners but allowing God himself, through preachers
and the Word preached, to enter the world of listeners. Just as the Incarnation of God
through Jesus is a mystery, so too is incarnational preaching.
Kraft invites preachers and teachers to imitate God’s communication methods by
being more interactive, visual, and specific in connecting with their listeners. Kraft
invites preachers to follow God’s lead of incarnational communication by taking the
initiative and moving into the listener’s context. Jesus, God’s Son, most fully embodies
an incarnational communication method.
Henderson says Jesus “knew humanity.... [H]e knew what made people tick;... he
entered their world.... That’s what the incarnation was all about: Jesus jumping in” (41).
Henderson believes the Scriptures clearly declare Christians should follow this
incarnational model. Jesus says, “As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you” (John
20:21, NLT). Just as the Father sent his Son to jump into humanity, so too does Jesus
send those who represent him to jump into their communities.
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Though being incarnational is about finding people where they live, it is not about
leaving them there. Dr. Henderson explains, “Jesus always listened to people’s questions,
but he rarely answered what they asked,… [and he] spoke the truth people needed to
hear, not what they wanted to hear” (42). Speaking what people need leads to other
theological convictions that describe the preaching task.
Stott believes God continues to speak to the Church through the faithful preaching
of God’s Word. The effectiveness of the Church depends upon its ability to listen
attentively to the powerful Word of God. As Christians hear the gospel faithfully
preached, “the voice of God is heard, and the Church is convicted and humbled, restored
and reinvigorated, and transformed into an instrument for his use and glory” (133).
Craddock defines preaching as “making present and appropriate to the hearers the
revelation of God” (51). Several theological convictions support this revelation. God
initiates revelation that “is not simply about grace but is itself an act of grace” (55).
Craddock asserts that since the Bible records God’s revelation, preachers must ultimately
trust the “Word as the sower trusts the seed to carry its own future in itself and to make
its own way into the heart” (64). This approach assumes the context of the listener is
taken into account. Though significant attention must be given to contextualizing the
message for the listeners, ultimately God and his Word make the difference in a person’s
life. Preaching is an act of grace. Preachers do their part, but ultimately God does his part.
Like the Incarnation, preaching is both a human and a divine endeavor.
Theologian Karl Barth affirms the urgency of preaching in how it connects to the
hearer:
There is nothing more important, more urgent, more helpful, more
redemptive, and more salutary, there is nothing, from the viewpoint of
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heaven or earth, more relevant to the real situation than the speaking and
the hearing of the Word of God in the originative and regulative power of
its truth. (123)
Preaching is central to the work not just of the preacher but of the total work of God
through the Church.
H. Grady Davis affirms that preachers should pay special attention as to how they
preach because the purpose of preaching “is to win from men a response to the gospel, a
response of attitude and impulse and feeling no less than of thought” (5). Davis explores
several other convictions that drive the sermon. First, he takes into consideration the
“exceedingly complex nature of the people who hear the gospel” (5). Life and death are
at stake; listeners may feel keenly the struggle between God’s way (life) and self’s way
(death). Another vital conviction is the character of the Bible: “It [the Scriptures] declares
that Other to be the center of our existence, whereas we make ourselves its center” (7).
Ultimately the gospel is an invitation to accept not what people want but what people
need. These convictions about God, Scripture, and people move the message.
The inherent power of preaching cannot be entirely attributed to human effort.
Robinson makes the point that “God speaks through the Bible.... It is the major tool of
communication by which He addresses individuals today” (20). Believing God continues
to speak through the Bible provides great motivation to preach. Preachers who are
faithful to the Scriptures do not simply offer clever insights; rather, they present the lifechanging Word of God.
That great teacher of nineteenth century preachers, John Albert Broadus, asserts
preaching is the “great appointed means of spreading the good tidings of salvation
through Christ” (3). The messenger mastered by the gospel itself allows for the most
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effective communication of the message. The soul on fire with the truth is driven by
theological conviction. Phillips Brooks concurs that preaching “has in it two essential
elements, truth and personality” (qtd. in Broadus 5). Truth poured through personality
drives the message. Knowing God’s Word is real, trustworthy, and life changing is
essential to incarnational preaching.
Broadus points out that skill in speaking, knowledge of religious truth, and natural
giftedness in oratory are all important; however, “a quality of soul” that reflects a
“continuing experience of fellowship with God” makes all the difference between a
sermon that soars and a sermon that bores (6). Preaching the message that has
transformed their own lives sets preachers ablaze. Professor J. Ellsworth Kalas calls this
communication “soul preaching” (10).
Dr. Kalas offers “the sacred triangle,” which enables one to preach from the soul.
Each corner of the triangle is a love affair, a passion that must grip the heart of preachers.
First, preachers should “fall in love with the sermon” being presented (28). This love for
the sermon assumes a love for the Bible, but it is far more than a passion for Scripture.
Falling in love with the message includes a heartfelt belief that this particular message is
a word from God that will make an eternal difference. This word is indeed needed even
more than physical sustenance. Second, preachers should “be in love with the people to
whom” they preach (30). Loving listeners underscores the kind of love that drove the
Incarnation: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16, NLT).
Preachers who possess deep love for others are motivated to give the message of God’s
one and only Son. Moreover, preachers who love with this kind of love realize “that most
people to whom we preach don’t show a passionate longing for God; but on the other
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hand, they do have a God-shaped void” (32). Third, preachers should “be in love with
Christ” (33). Dr. Kalas shares his conviction on what matters most in effective preaching:
When I insist that to preach well, we must deliver our own souls, I know
too well that some of our souls aren’t all that great. But I’m convinced that
even a poor soul is better than no soul at all. And I am even more
convinced that if that soul, whatever its limitations, is taken with Christ, it
becomes a force with which hell must deal. (33)
Andrew W. Blackwood writes that preaching “means divine truth through
personality or the truth of God voiced by a chosen personality to meet human needs”
(13). Once again, the personality, or the soul, is paramount in preaching. Skill is
important, hard work is crucial, but the quality of the preacher’s soul is paramount.
In light of these theological precedents, I suggest surrendering one’s soul to the
incarnated Christ is what really allows for an incarnational preaching style to flourish.
Nevertheless, one cannot measure how surrendered a soul truly is. All one can see is
evidence of that surrender, and, in the case of incarnational preaching, a surrendered soul
translates into identifiable traits of how one preaches like Christ. For instance, just as
Jesus entered the world of his listeners by using language easily understood, so too will
preachers who demonstrate an incarnational style. Other characteristics consistent with
Jesus’ incarnational approach include addressing genuine needs, speaking a message
from God, and relating God’s truth to everyday life situations. Above all, an incarnational
preaching style is marked by the goal of inviting others to experience Jesus Christ
personally and the life change he alone offers.
Incarnational Preaching
Several distinctive qualities of incarnational preaching have emerged from the
above biblical, historical, and theological research. The most prominent traits are also the
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criteria by which to recognize and evaluate an incarnational approach to preaching in
today’s postmodern world.
A sermon that can be classified as an example of incarnational preaching does the
following:
1. Addresses immediate or felt needs—God’s Word addresses authentic human
needs.
2. Identifies with hearers—God calls preachers to identify and
empathize with one’s hearers;
3. Employs clear language—God’s message is to be spoken in a language style
understood by hearers;
4. Is Scripture driven—While other sources are used, the Bible is the primary
source. A preacher’s ultimate appeal is not based on what preachers say, but on what the
Lord says in Scripture;
5. Is Christ centered—Special emphasis is placed on the work and person of
Jesus Christ with the goal of inviting hearers into a personal encounter with Christ, and,
6. Relates biblical truth to life—While the hearers’ needs are addressed, the
ultimate focus is on God and how he alone can transform the lives of hearers.
These distinctives help evaluate the approaches used by those preachers identified by the
expert panel.
Preaching to Postmoderns
Since a primary feature of incarnational preaching involves an in-depth
understanding of the worldview of listeners, the current postmodern context and the
unique challenges of preaching within that context are important.
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The Postmodern Context
Postmodernism is an oft-used but not well understood phrase. A brief definition
of postmodernism was offered in Chapter 1, but this concept is more fully detailed in
pertinent literature.
Grenz writes that while “[S]cholars disagree among themselves as to what
postmodernism involves,... they have reached a consensus on one point: this phenomenon
marks the end of a single, universal worldview” (11-12). According to theologian Oden,
the term postmodern was “used systematically perhaps for the first time by Ihab Hassan
in relation to literature” (71). Jean-François Lyotard brought the term into greater use in
the early 1980s when he contrasted the modern and postmodern understandings of reality:
I will use the term modern to designate any science that legitimates itself
with reference to a metadiscourse of this kind making an explicit appeal to
some grand narrative.... Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern
as incredulity toward metanarratives. (xxiii-xxiv)
The shift from the modern to the postmodern has produced a profound sense of
discontinuity in people today. Grenz posits postmodernism as a “radical break with the
assumptions of the past” (13).
Postmoderns reject or question certain modern assumptions that include (1) the
belief that progress is inevitable, (2) the “concept that universal truth can be discovered
and proved through rational endeavors” (Grenz 14), (3) “the Enlightenment ideal of the
dispassionate, autonomous, rational individual” (14), and (4) the “Enlightenment quest
for universal, supracultural, timeless truth” (14). Instead of universal truth, many truths
exist. Instead of knowledge, interpretations abound. Instead of one worldview, many
views proliferate. Instead of optimism, pessimism looms.
This rejection of truth and an overarching worldview was first articulated in the
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writings of the philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). He is more or less the
“patron saint” of postmodernism. Grenz explains exactly what Nietzsche rejected:
Nietzsche ... calls into question the entire enterprise of rationalistic human
knowledge. He claims that what we view as “knowledge” is a purely
human creation, on the grounds that the process of fabricating reality is an
arbitrary and individual matter.... [He] argues that what we commonly
accept as human knowledge is in fact merely a self-contained set of
illusions. He essentially viewed “truth” as a function of the language we
employ and hence believed that truth “exists” only within specific
linguistic contexts. (90)
This rejection of knowledge and truth has had profound effects. The twentieth
century philosopher Michel Foucault carries Nietzsche’s rejection to its logical
conclusion. Foucault believes the quest for knowledge is not the innocent pursuit of
objective knowledge but the selfish pursuit of personal power: “Power produces
knowledge.... Power and knowledge directly imply one another.... There is no power
relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge
that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (qtd. in Grenz
132).
Professor Grenz says this connection of knowledge and power means one cannot
appeal to an objective standard of truth (132). Knowledge is more about expanding one’s
control of the world than about increasing one’s understanding of the world.
French philosopher Jacques Derrida in his critique of language builds on the work
of Nietzsche. Derrida “denies that language has a fixed meaning connected to a fixed
reality or that it unveils definitive truth” (qtd. in Grenz 141). In the postmodern context,
speakers and listeners cannot assume they even share the same definitions of words. This
uncertainty produces a lack of confidence in communication.
Richard Rorty continues the postmodern project into the twenty-first century. He
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abandons the Enlightenment idea that the “mind is the ‘mirror of nature’” (qtd. in Grenz
151). In Rorty’s estimate, the mind as a “mirror of nature” presumes a “spectator theory
of knowledge.” Though a “God’s eye view of life” no longer guides how people live,
people can look to “our inheritance from and our conversation with our fellow human
beings (as) our only source of guidance” (qtd. in Grenz 157).
These philosophical concepts are not merely ruminations of a detached academy;
these concepts are the ruination of the modern world. Grenz explores how the
postmodern movement has grown into an ever-expanding cultural expression:
The loss of centeredness introduced by the postmodern ethos has become
one of the chief characteristics of our contemporary situation. It is perhaps
most evident in the cultural life of our society. The arts have undergone a
profound transition as we have moved from modernity to postmodernity....
[P]ostmodern artists deliberately juxtapose (because of the pluralism
resulting from this centerlessness) seemingly contradictory styles derived
from immensely different sources.... One widely used juxtaposing
technique is collage. (20)
Juxtaposition is prevalent not only in the rarified climate of the art museum but in
living rooms where MTV screams through wide-screen televisions. “The goal of
[juxtaposition] ... is to barrage the viewer with incongruous, even clashing images that
call into question any sense of objective meaning” (Grenz 25). Moreover, this
“disjointed, unharmonious design of pastiche with its gaudy color schemes, discordant
typography, and the like, has moved beyond the world of avant-garde art into the
everyday realm of book jackets, magazine covers, and mass advertising” (26).
Architecture and literature have also been altered by the “centerlessness” of
postmodernity. Grenz observes “postmodern architects reject as too austere the modernist
requirements that buildings be designed to reflect an absolute unity” (23). In literature,
fact is blended with fiction. No one is quite sure of what is ultimately true. To the
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postmodern mind, truth is merely a matter of interpretation.
The shift to postmodernism presents serious challenges to theologians and
proclaimers of God’s Word because today’s listeners are uncertain whether the Bible’s
truth claims are more valid than other truth claims. Nevertheless, theologians and
preachers can be full of hope since the postmodern context is a tremendous opportunity to
preach anew the life-changing gospel.
Preaching in a Postmodern Context
Pastor Graham Johnston distinguishes postmoderns as reactionaries to modernity,
objective truth, and authority. Furthermore, he believes they are on a genuine search for
identity, the transcendent, and community (26). Johnston’s insights highlight several
points of connection with postmoderns. First, the gospel provides an answer to the
postmodern search for identity. Second the gospel is an experience of the transcendent.
Third, the gospel invites individuals into a personal relationship with God and others who
commit themselves to God.
In relating to postmoderns, Johnston recommends that preachers remember these
four principles: (1) reach one’s listeners without sacrificing the message, (2) realize that
good communication must involve both the speaker and the listener, (3) take the risk to
get involved with listeners, and (4) pay attention to “how you address the world in which
your listeners live” (61).
Whereas moderns sought to attain full knowledge of a particular subject,
postmoderns reject the “myth” of complete knowledge. In many ways, rejecting the
illusion of total comprehension is quite consistent with the biblical view of knowledge.
The Apostle Paul already established in 1 Corinthians 13 that knowledge from a human
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point of view is at best incomplete. In light of the reality of incomplete knowledge Allen
et al. suggest “the focus of the preacher’s efforts should be on what it means to know and
speak of God truly, rather than to know and mediate God fully” (104).
Kenton C. Anderson explains that postmoderns pose three key questions
preachers must consider: “Does truth exist? Can truth be known? Can truth be told?”
(21). Postmodern listeners are skeptical that any of these questions can be answered in
the affirmative; however, the hope of preaching does not rest ultimately in whether
preachers can persuade listeners. The hope of preaching rests ultimately in what God is
doing. Anderson contends that preaching “is hopeless except ... for the fact that God is
alive and at work and that he has something to say even through humbled and brokendown preachers like you and me” (43).
Preachers are not to put their trust in reason, but in revelation. William Placher
explains why placing ultimate trust in reason is inadequate for knowing God:
Human reason cannot figure its way to such a God, since a God we could
figure out, a God fitted to the categories of our understanding, would
therefore not be transcendent in an appropriately radical sense. We can
know the transcendent God not as an object within our intellectual grasp
but only as a self-revealing subject, and even our knowledge of divine
self-revelation must itself be God’s doing. (qtd. in Johnston 43)
Preaching involves the heart and soul of the preacher; moreover, preaching involves the
hand of God.
By contrast, Allen et al. emphasize the human ability to find God. He explains,
“[E]ven though the fog of uncertainty has rolled in, we are not lost.... Instead, the
Christian preacher is called to push on—humbly seeking trustworthy beacons that can
illumine our search for God” (32). Criteria to consider when preaching to postmoderns
include appropriateness to the gospel, intelligibility, and moral plausibility (120). In other
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words, preachers should speak what is faithful to the gospel, understandable to listeners,
and doable by listeners.
While the doctrine of revelation does not negate the importance of human effort,
it does place the burden of the preaching event on what God alone can do. God initiates
revelation. He begins communication. The connection originates from his heart and
proceeds through the personalities of the writers and preachers of Scripture to the hearts
of the hearers.
Preachers’ work is not so much to bring people into the world of the Bible as it is
to bring the Bible into today’s world. Thus, the aim of preaching is not to take “hearers
back to the first century” but to allow the ancient story to break into their lives now. It is
to show how the Bible relates to real life today. Duffett believes postmodern hearers must
be able to identify with the message so they can locate themselves in the biblical stories.
Presenting the gospel in relevant terms derives not from a technique or method but from a
conviction that indeed God speaks to this generation. Even today, the Word becomes
flesh through incarnational ministry:
In the incarnation, God spoke in a specific time, place, and culture. God
worked so effectively within culture that Jesus was able to say, “Whoever
has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). God’s will for the world, the
content that God desired to convey, “connected” to humanity through
Jesus. To accomplish this connection Jesus used the cultural realities of his
day to communicate divine will. (74)
Preachers must use the cultural realities of today to communicate the truth of the gospel.
To be incarnational, communicators must understand the many dimensions of
postmodernism. God enables preachers to discern how postmoderns think and to use
words and thought forms that make sense in that context. When the Word is preached in
the postmodern setting, then God works as he sees fit.
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Focusing on what God does through preaching, Craddock emphasizes preachers
should “claim the promise of God’s presence in preaching.... The power that transformed
a supper in Emmaus into a sacrament (Luke 24:28-35) can transform our.... [preaching]
into the Word of God” (29).
Dependence on Christ is fundamental to transformational preaching. Professor
Keith Willhite says the “most relevant message [the preacher] can give is to stress the
importance of having an intimate relationship with Jesus” (131). To incarnate the Word
of God, preachers must be with God. To convey Christ to others properly, preachers must
be in communion with Christ. To preach the Spirit-inspired Scriptures, preachers must be
in fellowship with the Spirit. Without this soul dependence upon the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, preachers may fail to deliver sermons God uses to change the lives of
listeners. Jesus himself said, “[A]part from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5, NLT).
Today’s postmodern context highlights the great need for the kind of
incarnational preaching described in the previous section. Postmodern persons desire
speakers first to connect with them and then speak something from the Lord to them. In
hearing the gospel of Jesus preached, they do not want to be told what is true. Rather,
postmoderns want to be invited to explore what is true. This communication process is
vital to incarnational preaching.
Research Methods
I utilized the Delphi technique with the panel of experts to identify five of today’s
leading communicators of God’s Word. This technique, which first appeared in 1953 in
the work of Olaf Helmer and Norman Dalkey at the Rand Corporation, allows a panel to
reach a consensus without having to meet face-to-face. The panel is able to do its work
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while avoiding “the most disastrous aspects of normal committee activity: a rut,... a basic
distortion of judgment brought on by pressures to conform to group opinions, [and] … an
undue amount of influence or dominance by competitive personality types” (Schorr 7374).
As indicated by Henry H. Schorr, the “Delphi technique is a method of eliciting
opinions or judgments of a group(s) of people, which provides them with an opportunity
to revise earlier views when presented with additional information” (73). Each panelist
receives two questionnaires. The first questionnaire contains a question that asks the
expert to list the fifteen best preachers today. Those preachers receiving only one vote are
eliminated from the list. The revised list is sent to the panel inviting respondents to pick
from the existing list, who they believe to be the five best preachers to postmoderns
today. Employing the Delphi technique allows for a consensus on the leading
communicators.
While the Delphi has these obvious strengths, a few weaknesses must be noted.
Schorr points out that inadequate time, inadequate motivation, and inadequate
communication skills to respond to the questionnaire are dangers that should be taken
into account by the researcher. In the case of the panel, each participant is sufficiently
motivated since the subject matter is of profound interest to each member’s chosen
profession. Moreover, each panelist demonstrates more than adequate skill in written
communication. The only possible concern is the lack of time. Each expert is already
busy and may not have the time to think of fifteen effective preachers. Even so, my
concern is not great enough to discount the use of the Delphi.
In the vein of Witten, I also employed an approach within the field of discourse
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analysis to appraise the sermons in this study. This field, as Witten points out, allows the
researcher to study “patterns, structures, and rules in talk and text” (150). The value of
discourse-analytic research in the current study is in being able to test the selected
sermons against a preexisting standard of measurement (e.g., the Apostles’ Creed) as well
as identify elements in the sermons outside any such standard (150).
Professor James Paul Gee indicates discourse analysis requires the researcher to
consider the context of individual statements within the larger discourse, as well as the
context of the discourse within the larger social situation (40). For the purposes of this
study, special effort must be made to place individual statements within the context of
each sermon and to consider, as much as possible, the individual church situations in
which each preacher is speaking.
Since this study employs a type of qualitative research, the research report should
be “descriptive in nature and [contain] little technical language” (Wiersma 203). William
Wiersma encourages researchers to interpret the findings in a way that fits the
phenomenon under scrutiny. To that end, this study aimed to summarize clearly any
encoded data.
Summary
The practice of incarnational preaching is most fully embodied by God incarnate,
Jesus Christ. Down through the ages, as attested by history, Scripture, and theological
reflection, faithful proclaimers of the gospel have preached like Jesus. More specifically,
preachers who have most closely followed the pattern of Christ have most fully entered
the contexts of their listeners. Preaching today requires preachers to understand the
current postmodern situation. Chapter 3 explores how this study sought to evaluate the

Thomas
degree to which today’s leading preachers communicate the gospel in a way consistent
with the gospel.
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN OF THE STUDY
Purpose
In this study, I sought to discover how much leading preachers in today’s
postmodern environment depend on the power of the gospel in their preaching. In
particular, I wanted to explore the extent to which orthodox doctrine, as expressed in the
Apostles’ Creed, influences the sermons of today’s leading preachers and the degree to
which those same sermons evidence an incarnational style as described in the previous
chapter. This chapter details the approach used to pursue these issues.
Goals of the Study
Along with Witten, Boda, and McGrath, the current direction of preaching
concerns me. Too much emphasis is placed on sermon technique and not enough on
content. This displaced emphasis leads to the crucial question of whether the gospel is
being truly heard. Methods and styles are important, but importance must be given to
both content and delivery. To that end, this study focused on the substance and style of
the sermons of some of today’s finest preachers in the United States. Its goal was to
discern the kind of influence leading communicators have on the church’s understanding
of preaching. An even greater goal is to promote a gospel-driven understanding of
preaching content and method.
Research Questions
This study employed three research questions to explore how much today’s
leading preachers depend on the power of the gospel in their preaching. These questions
guided the research and were foundational for the evaluation tools.
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Research Question 1
To what extent is the preaching of today’s leading preachers influenced by
orthodox doctrine as expressed in the Apostles’ Creed?
Research Question 2
To what extent do the sermons of today’s leading preachers evidence an
incarnational approach?
Research Question 3
What other observed characteristics are associated with the sermons of today’s
leading preachers?
Research Methodology
The research methodology for this project is detailed below.
Population and Sample
The population and sample for this study are sermons preached by leading
preachers to postmoderns in the United States today (see Appendix A). Three criteria
were used to select project participants. First, the preacher must have been considered by
a panel of experts as one of the most effective preachers to today’s postmodern listeners
in the United States. Second, the preacher must have been part of the Christian tradition.
Third, the preacher must have been currently pastoring or have been retired no more than
five years from a church.
Panel of Experts
As indicated above, a panel of experts selected leading preachers to postmoderns
today. Each panelist has demonstrated knowledge of the contemporary preaching scene
and an understanding of effective communication. The panel, comprised of preachers and
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teachers, did not meet together but provided their expert opinion on whom they believed
to be the leading preachers to postmoderns today through a series of questionnaires. In
addition to the selection criteria described in the previous section, two selection
guidelines were provided to the panelists. First, panelists were given the following
definition of a postmodern person: a postmodern person rejects absolute truth and
embraces multiple methods and perspectives by which to understand and evaluate truth
claims. Second, in listing the top fifteen preachers, panelists were asked to circle the one
they believed to be the best.
The six panelist members, recognized by the larger church for their ministry, were
Ronald J. Allen, Professor of Theology, Christian Theological Seminary, Indianapolis,
Indiana; Michael Duduit, Editor, Preaching Magazine, Franklin, Tennessee; Maxie
Dunnam, Chancellor, Asbury Theological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky; Gabriel
Fackre, Professor of Theology, Andover-Newton Theological Seminary, Newton Centre,
Massachusetts; Dale Galloway, (Former) Dean of the Beeson Institute at Asbury
Theological Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky; and J. Ellsworth Kalas, Professor of
Preaching and Interim Dean of the Beeson Center, Asbury Theological Seminary in
Wilmore, Kentucky.
Using the Delphi method, the responses of the panel were narrowed to the top five
preachers to postmoderns. This final list became the group of preachers whose sermons
were studied.
Data Sources and Collection
The data sources for this study were audio recordings of the sermons of today’s
leading preachers to postmoderns. Sermons from five strategic days were chosen: the first
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Sunday of the new year, Palm Sunday, Easter Sunday, the First Sunday of the school
year, and the Sunday just before Christmas (or Christmas Eve). With the exception of the
first day of the new year, these are the days of some of the most well attended worship
services. Personal experience suggests that on these days, more than on any other, the
core tenets of the Christian faith are likely to be presented. Since the aim of this study
was to evaluate how much today’s leading preachers depend on the gospel, these days
were selected for analysis.
I collected five sermons, one from each of the days described above, from each of
the five preachers identified by the panel of experts. The twenty-five sermon recordings
were the focus of this study.
Instrumentation
A qualitative approach was required to evaluate the sermons in this project. To
that end, two sermon evaluation tools were developed to appraise both the content and
delivery of the sermons. These tools were modeled after sermon evaluation tools
designed by Boda.
Sermon evaluation tool 1. Sermon evaluation tool 1 related to Research Question
1 (see Appendix B). This tool revealed how much the content of today’s sermons are
influenced by orthodox doctrine as expressed in the Apostles’ Creed. The twelve
statements of the creed are the grid by which each sermon were evaluated. As indicated
in Chapter 1, the twelve statements of the Apostles’ Creed are:
1. God the Father: I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and
earth.
2. God the Son: And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord;
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3. Virgin Birth: Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary;
4. Crucifixion: Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead, and buried;
He descended into hell;
5. Resurrection: The third day He rose from the dead;
6. Ascension: He ascended into heaven, and sitteth at the right hand of God the
Father Almighty;
7. Judgment: From thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.
8. God the Spirit: I believe in the Holy Spirit,
9. The Church: The holy catholic church, the communion of saints;
10. Forgiveness: The forgiveness of sins;
11. Glorified Bodies: The resurrection of the body;
12. Eternal Life: And the life everlasting. Amen (The United Methodist Hymnal
881).
Sermons were rated as to how much they evidenced belief in each of the above
statements according to a five-point Likert scale, with five being the maximum and one
the minimum rating. Space was also provided in the sermon evaluation form to record
anecdotal evidence to support specific evaluations. After listening to five sermons from a
preacher, I assigned a Likert scale rating to each of the twelve areas of belief. I did not
assign Likert scale ratings in each of the belief areas after individual sermons since my
goal was to evaluate the overall work of each preacher.
Sermon evaluation tool 2. Sermon evaluation tool 2 related to Research Question
2 (see Appendix C). This tool took the characteristics of an incarnational approach to
preaching, developed in Chapter 2, and allowed these characteristics to become a grid by
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which to evaluate the preaching approach of each preacher in this project. The sermons
were rated as to how much they evidenced each of the aspects of incarnational preaching
according to a five-point Likert scale, with five being the maximum and one the
minimum rating. Space was again provided in this form for anecdotal evidence to support
specific evaluations, both positive and negative. Furthermore, as in the case of sermon
evaluation tool 1, Likert scale ratings were not assigned individual sermons. Instead, to
allow for evaluation of a preacher’s tendencies rather than his idiosyncrasies, all five
sermons of each project participant were assigned one rating in each of the six qualities
of incarnational preaching. Table 3.1 summarizes those qualities that define an
incarnational approach to preaching.

Table 3.1. Evaluation Categories
Quality

Definition

Addresses immediate or felt needs

God’s Word addresses authentic human needs

Identifies with hearers

God calls preachers to identify and empathize with hearers
God’s message is to be spoken in a language style understood by
hearers

Employs clear language
Scripture Driven

Christ centered
Relates biblical truth to life

While other sources are used, the Bible is the primary source.
Preachers’ ultimate appeal is not based on what they say but on
what the Lord says in Scripture.
Special emphasis is placed on the work and person of Jesus
Christ with the goal of inviting one’s hearers into a personal
encounter with Christ.
While the hearers’ needs are addressed, the ultimate focus is on
God and how he alone can transform the lives of one’s hearers.

Research question 3. Research question 3 was answered by the anecdotal
evidence collected in the study. The anecdotal evidence that answered this research
question was provided at the conclusion of Appendixes D-H.
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Validity Measure
In order for this study to possess validity, I asked five persons to evaluate the
researcher-developed sermon evaluation tools as to their usefulness in appraising sermons
and in answering the research questions. The volunteer evaluators are knowledgeable of
preaching method and content. Each evaluator affirmed the usefulness of the evaluation
tools employed in this study.
Data Analysis
Following the model of Boda, several stages of data analysis took place in the
course of this study. The first stage was listening to and evaluating the twenty-five
sermons according to the two sermon evaluation tools as presented in Appendixes B and
C. In the second stage, each preacher received an individual assessment. Special attention
was given to how much today’s leading preachers are shaped by the gospel in what they
preach and in how they preach. The third stage of analysis focused on the specific and
summary findings that came out of studying the twenty-five sermons in this project. After
presenting an overview of the numerical results of the study, the analysis centered on
answering the research questions.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this project was been to discover how much the gospel shapes the
sermons of today’s leading preachers. More precisely, I explored the extent to which the
preaching of these premier communicators supports orthodox doctrine as embodied in the
Apostles’ Creed. Furthermore, I studied their sermons for indicators of an incarnational
approach to preaching as described in Chapter 2. Following the model of Boda, I engaged
in several stages of analysis.
Stage One Analysis: Individual Assessments
For each of the project participants, I listened to five of their sermons. The
sermons were evaluated as per the guidelines set out in Chapter 3. Assessments for each
preacher can be found in the following appendixes:
•

Appendix D: Kirbyjon H. Caldwell,

•

Appendix E: Adam Hamilton,

•

Appendix F: Andy Stanley,

•

Appendix G: Rick Warren, and

•

Appendix H: Will Willimon.
Stage Two Analysis: Summary Assessments

After listening to and evaluating all the sermons in this project, I reviewed the
evaluations and developed an assessment for each preacher. The standard for assessing
each speaker is the gospel as embodied in the Apostles’ Creed and the six aspects of
incarnational preaching as previously described. Using these criteria, I commented on the
content and delivery of the sermons of the participants. The five summary assessments
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are included in Appendix I.
Stage Three Analysis: Specific and Summary Findings
After the first two phases of analysis, a third stage summarized the findings of the
study. The research questions served as the grid for organizing and explaining the data
collected from the twenty-five sermons.
Specific Numerical Findings
The Likert scale data are presented in the next few tables to summarize the
numerical findings of the study. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the eighteen
evaluation categories for all project participants.
A Likert scale of five was used for each category. If none of a preacher’s five
sermons referred to a particular statement in the creed, such as the crucifixion, a “1” was
assigned to the corresponding evaluation category. If a passing reference was made to the
crucifixion in one or two messages, a “2” was given. If the subject of the crucifixion
received a more extended treatment in a message, or received a passing reference in at
least three or more messages, a “3” was assigned. If it was the primary emphasis of at
least one message, a “4” was presented. If the crucifixion was the focus of two or more
messages, a “5” was awarded.
In the content evaluation categories, only three 5s were given, while fourteen 1s
were given. Nevertheless, in the delivery evaluation categories, while only one 5 was
awarded, no 1s were given. The sermons of this group appear to be average in content but
strong in delivery. The overall Likert averages seem to support this contention, given that
the group average for content is 2.35 and the group average for delivery is 3.63.
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Table 4.1. Numerical Findings

Evaluation
Category

Overall Scores

Study Group Participants
Kirbyjon
Caldwell

Adam
Hamilton

2
2
2
2

3
5
3
5

4
5
2
4

2

3

2
1
1
1
2

God the Father
God the Son
Virgin birth
Crucifixion
Resurrection of
Jesus
Ascension
Judgment
God the Spirit
The Church
Forgiveness
Resurrection of
the body
Eternal life
Addresses
immediate
needs
Identifies with
hearers
Employs clear
language
Scripture driven
Christ centered
Relates biblical
truth to life

Andy
Rick
Stanley
Warren
Content Categories

Will
Willimon

Group
Average

Standard
Deviation

2
3
3
3

2
4
4
3

2.6
3.8
2.8
3.4

0.80
1.16
0.74
1.01

3

3

3

2.8

0.40

1
1
2
2
3

2
2
1
2
3

1
3
1
4
4

1
1
2
1
3

1.4
1.6
1.4
2.0
3.0

0.48
0.80
0.48
1.09
0.63

1

2

2

1

2

1.6

0.48

1

2

2

1.8

0.40

3

4

4

4

2

3.4

0.80

4

4

4

4

3

3.8

0.40

3

3

4

4

3

3.4

0.48

4
3

4
4

4
5

4
4

4
4

4.0
4.0

0.00
0.63

3

3

4

4

2

3.2

0.74

2
2
Delivery Categories

Overall Findings
Three research questions provided direction for this project. The findings to each
question are explained below.
Research question 1. Research question 1 asked, “To what extent is the
preaching of today’s leading preachers influenced by orthodox doctrine as expressed in
the Apostles’ Creed?” With the focus on content, the twelve statements of the creed were
used to evaluate the substance of the sermons. Table 4.2 reveals the average score and
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rank of each statement in the work of the project participants.

Table 4.2. Average Scores in Sermon Content Evaluation Categories
Rank

Content Evaluation Category

Average Score

Standard Deviation

1
2
3
4
4
6
7
8
9
9
11
11

God the Son
Crucifixion
Forgiveness
Virgin birth
Resurrection of Jesus
God the Father
The Church
Eternal life
Judgment
Resurrection of the body
Ascension
God the Spirit

3.8
3.4
3.0
2.8
2.8
2.6
2.0
1.8
1.6
1.6
1.4
1.4

1.16
1.01
0.63
0.74
0.40
0.80
1.09
0.40
0.80
0.48
0.48
0.48

On a Likert scale of five, project participants averaged 2.35 on sermon content. Of
the twelve affirmations, statements about Jesus received the most attention. While this
Christocentric accent is not surprising, Christianity is after all about Jesus Christ, the
other statements received little to no attention. For example, God the Father was
referenced only a few times. God the Spirit was practically ignored. In fact, according to
this study, trinitarian references in preaching are virtually nonexistent.
Rarely is the first person of the Trinity referred to as the “Father” in these
sermons. Hamilton and Stanley address God as Father a few times. Stanley stresses
God’s fatherly role a bit more. In the few other instances when the first person of the
Godhead is mentioned, the terms “Maker” and “Creator” are used by Warren, Caldwell,
and Hamilton. This limited range of God-language leads to another observation. When
not talking about the person and work of Christ, God is referred to simply as God. One
would not know that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit based on the sermons selected
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for this project. This group resolutely affirmed God the Son but was not as clear that God
is also Father and Spirit.
Certain teachings about Jesus were also minimized. Only briefly did Stanley
mention the coming judgment of Jesus. Warren spoke about the coming judgment in
relationship to the death and resurrection of Christ. He said Christ had freed people from
God’s judgment and condemnation. Even less is said about Jesus’ ascension into heaven.
Only two passing references were made. In his Easter sermon, Caldwell called Jesus the
King of Glory, and Stanley alluded to Jesus’ ascension at the end of one of his messages.
Except for Warren, all of the preachers virtually neglected the doctrine of the
church. Teaching on eternal life and the resurrection of the body received only a passing
reference from Willimon in one of his sermons, from Warren in two of his messages, and
from Hamilton and Stanley, each once in one sermon. Roughly, half of the creed was
either not emphasized or not mentioned in the selected sermons of today’s leading
communicators.
Stated positively, nearly half of the creed was supported. Clearly, affirmations
regarding Christ were given priority in the preaching of each participant. Special
attention was given to Jesus as God’s Son and to the cross as Jesus’ sacrifice for the sins
of the world. Just as the Apostles’ Creed emphasized the person and work of Christ, so
too did the project participants. This Christocentric focus may also reflect the selection of
a few of the Sundays for the sermons in this project: Palm Sunday, Easter Sunday, and
the Sunday before Christmas. These are Sundays that typically emphasize the second
person of the Trinity. On the Sunday before Christmas, four of the sermons affirmed the
virgin birth or incarnation of Christ. Every preacher’s Easter message focused on the
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sacrifice of Christ on the cross for the sins of the world. Four of the five project
participants affirmed the person and work of Christ in the majority of the sermons in this
study.
Thus, the heart of the gospel, through the person and work of Jesus, shone
through. Statements supporting God the Son averaged 3.8, and statements affirming his
atoning sacrifice averaged 3.4. In third place, and frequently connected with the cross of
Christ, was the forgiveness of sins, which averaged an even 3.0 on the Likert scale. Tied
for fourth place were statements about the virgin birth and the resurrection of Jesus, both
averaging 2.8. The only statements concerning Christ, which fell below the group
average of 2.33, were the ascension (1.4), and the coming judgment (1.6). Mostly the
person and work of God the Son were clearly presented by all the participants, while
teaching on God the Father and God the Spirit was lacking. Lastly, affirmations
concerning the church and eternity were also minimized. The heart of the gospel was
indeed presented, with significant portions marginalized.
Research question 2. Research question 2 asked, “To what extent do the sermons
of today’s leading preachers evidence an incarnational approach?” Sermon Evaluation
Tool 2 took six aspects of incarnational preaching to assess the delivery component of the
sermons under analysis. Table 4.3 indicates the prominence of the various facets of an
incarnational approach to preaching in the sermons of today’s premier communicators.
The participants in this project scored highly in these evaluation categories with
an overall Likert average of 3.63 for the group. That average is 1.28 points higher than
the average of 2.35 for the content evaluation categories. Each preacher evidenced a
strong commitment to using the Bible and to inviting listeners to a personal experience of
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God the Son, Jesus Christ.

Table 4.3. Average Scores in Sermon Delivery Evaluation Categories
Rank

Delivery Evaluation Category

Average Score

Standard Deviation

1
1
3
4
4
6

Christ Centered
Scripture driven
Identifies with hearers
Addresses immediate needs
Employs clear language
Relates biblical truth to life

4.0
4.0
3.8
3.4
3.4
3.2

0.63
0.00
0.40
0.80
0.48
0.74

The delivery categories of Christ centered and Scripture driven were at the top
with an average of 4.0 points each. Consistently, project participants invited their hearers
not just to know more about Christ but truly to know Christ. Furthermore, Scripture
dominated just about every aspect of each message. All but one of the preachers stayed
with a selected text throughout his sermon. Two of the preachers, Willimon and
Caldwell, started by reading or having someone else read the passage from the Bible and
then proceeded to speak on that passage. A third preacher, Hamilton, would occasionally
have the text read before the sermon, or he would read pieces of the Bible text throughout
his message and allow the text to guide his message. A fourth preacher, Stanley, would
pick a text and continually return to it throughout his message. As noted above, only one
preacher, Warren, would move beyond a particular passage of Scripture as the primary
text for a sermon. He would typically pick a topic and then use several supporting
Scriptures that related to his topic.
Third on the list of incarnational preaching is the category in which speakers
identified with their hearers. Participants averaged a Likert rating of 3.8 in this category.
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Each of the speakers was very transparent in sharing his faults. One preacher, in
challenging his hearers to a deeper level of prayer and fasting, admitted his lack in the
same area. Another preacher put listeners at ease by sharing a bad job experience he had
as a teenager. Using local sports figures as illustrations in the sermon generated a very
positive response from one congregation as many voiced their agreement. Sharing stories
about one’s family life also occurred from time to time. Whenever a preacher shared
something personal, he did it in such a way that the focus of the message always stayed
on the message.
Next on the list are the categories of addressing immediate needs and employing
clear language, both with a Likert rating of 3.4. Each preacher identified specific needs
and then proceeded to show how the Bible addressed those needs. For example, the
Christmas sermon by Stanley addressed the issue of relational dysfunction at family
reunions. He then proceeded to speak on the gift of the forgiveness of Jesus. In his
messages Warren addressed the issues of worry, wounds, grief, and life purpose. Every
issue served as a springboard for seeing the relevance of God’s Word.
Each of the participants was also very good at using clear language. In most cases,
time was taken to explain, in both detail and plain language, the background and context
of each passage being preached. Hamilton especially excelled at providing information
about the biblical text. Most preachers used word pictures when describing difficult
concepts. Stanley explained how his wife and children always found the sharks’ teeth at
the beach because they were looking for them. He never found sharks’ teeth since he was
not looking for them. He used his story to illustrate to his listeners that to find God’s
purposes, one must be looking for those purposes.
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Of the six delivery evaluation categories, relating biblical truth to life had the
lowest Likert rating of 3.2. Various approaches were used to show how God alone
transforms a person’s life. For example, Warren invited listeners to write on a piece of
paper a worry they did not want to carry into the new year. They were then asked to pray
about that issue, surrendering it to God. Stanley invited his listeners at the end of his
message to identify one person to influence for Christ. He suggested different ways of
investing in that person’s life. In the course of his sermon, Warren would also have other
Christians share their testimonies to illustrate how God transforms lives.
Overall, participants demonstrated significant evidence of an incarnational
approach to preaching the gospel to their respective congregations. The two most
important factors were inviting listeners into a personal relationship with Christ and
speaking to listeners what God says in the Bible.
As indicated above, the project participants scored more highly in the delivery
evaluation categories than in the content evaluation categories. Table 4.4, which takes
into account the Likert ratings for all participants, demonstrates that the group scored 47
percent on content and 73 percent on delivery.
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Table 4.4. Comparison of Content and Delivery Evaluations
80
70
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Percentage
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40
30
20
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Content

Delivery

Research question 3. Research question 3 asked, “What other observed
characteristics are associated with the sermons of today’s leading preachers?” The
purpose was to identify significant aspects of content and delivery that fall beyond the
purview of research questions 1 and 2.
From a content perspective, perhaps the most noteworthy emphasis was on the
Bible’s reliability. Hamilton devoted an entire sermon to explaining how the Bible came
to be in its present form. He even acknowledged that his sermon was more of a lecture
than a sermon. Stanley pointed to the resurrection of Jesus as the key for bringing the
various parts of Scripture into a unified whole. While the resurrection was the primary
point of his message, he wanted to underscore the veracity of the scriptural record.
Several preachers emphasized using an individual’s unique set of gifts and talents

Thomas

69

with which to serve others. For some this was a primary emphasis in the message, while
for others this was only a passing reference. Spiritual growth was also another recurring
theme. Listeners were challenged to employ spiritual disciplines such as prayer and
fasting.
In the area of sermon delivery, the most unexpected finding was the use of
multiple voices in preaching the gospel. One of the participants, Warren, is especially
well known. To guard against what he called a “superstar syndrome,” Warren used one of
his associate pastors in a tag-team fashion to preach several sermons. The associate pastor
preached about 10 percent of the total message.
Major Findings of the Study
Based on the data I present these major findings of the study.
1. Scripture was emphasized as the foundation and authority for preaching.
Participants relied heavily on the biblical text for the content and direction of their
messages, and appealed to the Bible as their authority for speaking.
2. The person and work of Jesus Christ was significantly emphasized. Preachers
not only talked about Christ but invited listeners to trust in Christ.
3. Participants were stronger in the area of sermon delivery than in the area of
sermon content. Each preacher clearly communicated with his listeners.
4. Preaching on God the Father and God the Spirit was rare. An understanding of
God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit was minimized in the sermons studied.
These findings and my reflections on their relevance for preaching today is the
focus of Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this project was to discover how much the gospel influences the
sermons of today’s leading preachers. Paul’s words in Romans 10:17 underscore the
gospel’s importance to preaching: “Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message,
and the message is heard through the word of Christ” (NIV). As stated in the purpose of
this study, the word of Christ, or the gospel, is decisive in producing faith in one’s
hearers. Put simply, without the gospel, the church cannot make disciples of Jesus Christ.
Without the gospel, the church has no message and no mission. If the gospel plays only a
minor role in preaching, the church’s effectiveness in reaching the postmodern culture is
greatly reduced. With these concerns in mind, the findings of this study have given me a
sense of cautious optimism. I am cautious and a little concerned because aspects of the
gospel are minimized or, in some cases, are neglected, yet I am also optimistic since the
person and work of Christ are emphasized.
Interpretation of the Findings
Chapter 4 presented numerical findings that indicated a greater influence of the
gospel in the area of delivery than in the area of content. Still the gospel, as embodied in
the Apostles’ Creed, showed a significant influence on the preaching content of today’s
leading communicators.
Sermon Content
Interpretation is provided of how various aspects of the gospel were evidenced in
the sermons studied.
God the Son. As already noted, the project participants ranked highest in the area
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of preaching on God the Son. Project participants obtained the highest rating of all twelve
categories. Especially emphasized was the work of Christ to gain salvation. Several
preachers used Mel Gibson’s popular film The Passion of the Christ to explain what was
done on behalf of the sins of the world. Preachers consistently returned to Christ to
explain the purpose and meaning of life; however, teachings such as the ascension of
Christ and the coming judgment of Christ were untouched. Ignoring these topics could be
due to the limited sermon selection. Perhaps Christ’s ascension is viewed as irrelevant,
and his coming judgment is seen as some future event that has nothing to do with
everyday life. Today’s world is very practical. People are looking for “news you can
use.” Perhaps these historic teachings do not fit these practical categories. The emphasis
on the person and work of Christ contrasts with Boda’s observation that the preachers in
his study “did not take seriously the need to lead hearers to the person and work of
Christ” (112).
God the Father. Very rarely is God referred to as God the Father by any of the
project participants. Only three or four times is God actually called “Father.” More often
than not, God is referred to as “Maker,” “Creator,” or simply “God.” Inclusive language
heavily influences contemporary language. Bible translations have undergone
considerable revision as a result; thus, one should not be surprised to see the God
language of preachers affected. In addition, few positive father figures stand out in our
culture. These factors could account for the reticence to refer to God as Father.
Marginalizing the role of God the Father minimizes the understanding of community
within the Godhead. As I shall further comment, a weak grasp of community within the
Godhead has an impact on interactions within human community.
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The Church. Only one of the preachers, Warren, spoke frequently about the
community of the church. Most of the other preachers were highly individualistic in their
perspectives. This mindset could be a natural outflow of today’s individualistic culture.
At a deeper level, I believe the rampant individualism today is potentially part of the
failure to present the divine community of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Without the
“template” of divine community, one has little to no foundation for building human
community.
Eternal life. Amazingly, an eternal perspective was sorely lacking in these
messages. Considering the fact Jesus gives eternal life, this oversight concerns me. The
old charge of being so “heavenly minded” to the point of being no “earthly good” may be
why some preachers have stayed away from themes of eternal life. Nevertheless,
swinging to the opposite extreme is of no value either. Every earthly action should be
done in view of eternity.
God the Spirit. Teaching on the Holy Spirit was virtually nonexistent. Once
again, this neglect could have had something to do with the Sundays selected for this
study. However, as with minimizing the role of God the Father, marginalizing God the
Spirit further weakens the understanding of community within the Godhead. Moreover, a
lack of understanding of divine community leaves no perspective on how to interact
within human communities. Since humans are made in the image of God, one desperately
needs to know God to be fully human.
Sermon Delivery
Each preacher excelled in an incarnational approach to preaching. Each one spoke
clearly into his congregational context. Willimon, who at the time of his sermons was
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Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, spoke to the unique challenges of the academic
environment. Stanley, who preaches in a growing suburb of Atlanta, addressed the issues
of young professionals. Hamilton, who leads Church of the Resurrection in a growing
suburb of Kansas City, answered the tough questions of intellectuals in that community.
Caldwell pastors an African-American church in downtown Houston. He uses various
forms unique to the African-American church scene, even singing parts of his message to
organ music to drive home a point. Warren blends a laid-back style with a high level of
professionalism unique to southern California at the church he pastors. These snapshots
show how each of these preachers entered the lives of their respective communities
through preaching.
Christ centered. The project participants placed a high value on inviting listeners
into a personal relationship with Christ. As previously noted, this emphasis contrasts with
Boda’s findings. In a sense, the whole purpose for the messages in this study was to point
people to Christ. Warren and Hamilton would typically lead their listeners in a prayer to
enter into a relationship with Christ.
Scripture driven. The Scriptures dominated the sermons. As indicated in Chapter
4, the participants chose different methods to share the Bible, but each one made the
Bible primary in their preaching. In a sermon at the Duke University Chapel, Willimon
asked, “How do you speak in a way that people not only hear about God, but actually
experience God?” He answered that question with a quote from Martin Luther: “The
preached word of God is the Word of God.” The answer is to stick to God’s Word and
not to any other word. Each of these preachers displayed an unswerving commitment to
communicating God’s Word. Furthermore, each preacher underscored the truthfulness of
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God’s Word. In doing so, the speaker was placing his authority not in himself but in
God’s Word. This emphasis on the authority of the Bible was perhaps one of the most
important learnings of the project. Connected with the authority of God’s Word was the
issue of the trustworthiness of the Bible, an important subtheme in many of the sermons.
Without the veracity of Scripture firmly in place, all the other claims in the sermons
would fall apart.
Identifies with hearers. Speakers were very adept at identifying with their
hearers. As previously noted, each participant identified with his unique setting in how he
approached his messages. In terms of sharing personal weaknesses, no one presented a
faultless front, pretending to be without sin. On the other hand, no one crossed the
boundary of inappropriate disclosure. Preachers were authentic and, through their years
of service, had earned the right to be heard.
Addresses immediate needs. While ultimate life issues were always addressed,
very often, preachers first grabbed the attention of their hearers with down-to-earth
matters like financial strain, physical pain, feeling left out, and worry. These were the
issues on people’s minds as they came to worship services. In dealing with these
immediate needs, preachers paved the way for addressing even deeper spiritual needs.
Employs clear language. Theological jargon was practically absent. Along with
an enthusiastic speaking style, project participants used vivid word pictures and
memorable stories to keep listeners engaged in the sermon content.
Relates biblical truth to life. The application of biblical truth to life issues
ranked highly in the sermons of Warren and Stanley. Both Caldwell and Hamilton placed
an above average emphasis on application, while Willimon scored a 2.0, the lowest score
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of the group. As a whole, the participants tended to emphasize God’s role in changing
people. Nevertheless, at times, so much attention was given to human effort that the
impression might be received that the individual’s part might be more important than
God’s work.
Summary
Chapter 4 presented numerical findings that indicated a greater influence of the
gospel in the area of delivery than in the area of content. What most characterized the
delivery of these sermons was the high value placed on Scripture and a personal
relationship with God through Christ. The most significant sermon content trait was
teaching on the person and work of Christ. Thus, based on the findings, the project
participants most valued (1) the primacy of Scripture, (2) a personal relationship with
God through Christ, and (3) teaching on the person and work of Christ. These three
elements are the most obvious ways in which the gospel influences the preaching of
today’s leading communicators.
While Wells believes a “virtual collapse” of the preaching of the gospel has
transpired, this study suggests a brighter picture (196). Preachers are taking seriously the
core of the gospel, specifically the salvation achieved for humanity by Christ.
Furthermore, this project did not uncover the kind of substantial adaptation of the gospel
to secular norms that Witten found in her study.
Primacy of Scripture. In a number of ways, the Scriptures held a position of
primacy in what preachers preached and in how they preached. The Bible was clearly the
authoritative text and understood to be God’s Word. Furthermore, speakers regarded
themselves to be spokespersons for God. Willimon said he did not understand how God
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could speak through his feeble attempts, yet he was convinced God was using him as his
spokesperson. Each preacher underscored the truthfulness of God’s Word. In doing so,
the speaker was placing his authority not in himself, but in God’s Word.
A personal relationship with God through Christ. Each speaker rooted his
message in the Scriptures and developed his message toward the goal of inviting listeners
into a personal relationship with God. Several preachers, such as Warren and Hamilton,
designed entire messages around an opportunity to invite listeners to begin a personal
relationship with God through Jesus. The actual invitation was always extended through a
prayer. Rather than have people repeat a prayer, word for word, listeners were asked to
pray a prayer “similar” to the one prayed by the preacher.
The person and work of Christ. Speakers explained the different aspects of the
person and work of Christ. The focus was typically on the cross and the resurrection. The
primary note of each preacher was that Christ did for others on the cross what could not
be done by anyone else. The emphasis placed on the person and saving work of Christ is
the most encouraging learning in this study. The core teachings of the cross, resurrection,
and divinity of Jesus are very much in place.
Recommendations
The fallout of failing to show God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is considerable.
The interaction of the Godhead presents humanity a picture of perfect community.
Without this picture, no standard exists for healthy human interaction. While the
Scriptures invite Christians to keep the focus on Christ, this focus should not overlook the
first and third persons of the Godhead. Jesus charged his followers to baptize people in
the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To that end, I make the following
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recommendations.
Recovering Trinitarian God Language
For years, I heard the Godhead referred to as Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer. I
have no qualms regarding God in these “action” roles, yet I believe the relational
language of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit embodies so much more than Creator,
Redeemer, and Sustainer. The Scriptures reveal God as Father, Son, and Spirit and show
the community operating within the Godhead. The solution is not to do away with God as
Creator but to recover God as Father and still refer to God as Creator. A more complete
picture of God is needed in everyday language. As previously stated, all people are
created in the image of God, and so a better understanding of him results in a better
understanding of humanity.
Trinitarian Preaching Plan
Reintroducing terms such as “Father” and “Holy Spirit” into the language of the
church is important. Providing a theological context through sound Biblical preaching on
the identity and work of the first and third persons of the Godhead is also vital. Since God
the Son rightly receives primary attention and should continue to receive primary
attention, I want to recommend that the role of the Father and the Spirit be given more
attention in the preaching and teaching ministry of the local church. Furthermore, the role
of Jesus requires further exploration, especially his ascension and his coming judgment.
Theology of the Church (Ecclesiology)
Simply put, more preaching and teaching on the nature of the Church is needed.
The cultural climate is growing increasingly individualistic, and so a clearer voice on the
new community of Christ must be heard. Without this voice, Christians will be more
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likely isolated into islands of ineffectiveness. Postmodern persons are desperately seeking
authentic community, and this search for community is a genuine point of connection
with today’s culture.
Ministry Impact
My appreciation for the practice of preaching has grown immeasurably through
this project. The skill of the project participants has inspired and challenged me. I was
amazed as I listened to each preacher effortlessly connect with his listeners and
consistently establish a rapport so that the gospel might be clearly proclaimed. As I
evaluated the sermons, I became more aware of the weaknesses and strengths in my own
sermons. I realized I, too, have minimized the role of the first person of the Godhead. I,
too, have ignored the ascension of Christ and his coming judgment. Furthermore, I too,
have downplayed the interaction of the three persons of the Trinity. I have been very
passionate about establishing community within the church I pastor, and yet I have
marginalized the picture of perfect community in the Godhead in my preaching. I have
felt convicted.
At the same time, I have also felt a sense of gratitude. In the midst of my
shortcomings, I know God has continued to use me to communicate his Word to his
people. I do wonder how God is able still to use me. In a word, his working through my
preaching is a miracle. That realization has had the greatest impact on my ministry. I
grasp now, like never before, that preaching God’s Word is truly a miraculous event. God
calls me to study his Word. He invites me to enter the lives of the ones to whom I preach.
When all is said and done, God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, makes the difference.
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Strengths and Weaknesses of the Project
One of the strengths of this project has been the use of the historic Apostles’
Creed to evaluate the content of the sermons. Rather than use a newly developed
doctrinal statement, or a statement accepted by only a few denominational groups, using
the Apostles’ Creed allowed for a standard that was grounded in Scripture, widely
accepted in the Church, and has withstood the test of time.
Two more strengths were the selection of the project participants and the selection
of the sermons. The Delphi method allowed me to survey a panel of preaching experts on
who they believed to be leading preachers today. As a result, the group of leading
preachers was based on the panel’s perspective, which is certainly broader and more
experienced than mine. Additionally, I chose what I believe were five strategic Sundays:
the first Sunday of the new year, Palm Sunday, Easter Sunday, the first Sunday of the
school year, and the Sunday just before Christmas (or Christmas Eve). Selecting these
days enabled me to compare how each preacher handled “big” Sunday messages such as
Easter, Palm Sunday, and the Sunday before Christmas.
As for weaknesses in this project, perhaps the most significant one relates to the
gender of the participants and panel of experts. I was unsuccessful in enlisting any female
panelists, which may or may not have influenced the final list of leading preachers.
Another related weakness has to do with the size of the expert panel. Perhaps a larger
expert panel would have yielded a different set of results. Still along the lines of the
panel, a further weakness to consider is what could be referred to as the “Asbury” bias.
Since three of the six panelists of my expert panel are or have been in some way affiliated
with Asbury Seminary, this connection may or may not have skewed the results.
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Future Research
In light of the above weaknesses, I recommend future research that pursues the
same research questions of this study, but expands the number of participants to ten
preachers, and reduces the number of sermons to three per preacher. This expanded
population sample would provide even richer data for how much the gospel influences
preaching.
Another area of possible research is to investigate the ways in which local
congregations instill the foundational truths of the gospel in the lives of congregants. For
example, how well do churches teach basic Christian beliefs through membership classes,
Sunday school classes, confirmation classes, and other discipleship opportunities
intended for the growth and development of Christians?
A follow-up study of the participants in this study, using the same sermon
evaluation tools, is another avenue of future research. One of the immediate challenges
that comes to mind is that one of the participants is no longer in a local church setting.
Nevertheless, that situation could change by the time a follow-up study is undertaken.
Concluding Thoughts
In a sermon at the Duke University Chapel, Willimon shared about a colleague
who had taken a sabbatical to study preachers. Over the course of thirty Sundays, his
friend had heard in person some of the most well-known preachers throughout the
country. He concluded to Willimon, “It’s a miracle if anybody hears anything.” After
recounting his colleague’s comment, Willimon paused, and then he declared to everyone
at the chapel, “and yet, you do!”
Those words point to the greater work of preaching. In hearing the sermons of
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some of the leading preachers in the United States, I have no doubt heard the result of
some very hard work, I also have felt, at a deeper level, the Spirit of God at work. I sense
I have heard preachers who depend with all their hearts on God the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit to change the lives of their listeners.
Through this project, I have learned that some of today’s top preachers in the
United States are emphasizing the most important aspects of the gospel: the person and
work of Christ, especially his death on the cross and his resurrection. Even better,
listeners are being invited into a personal relationship with this Savior of the world. I also
learned these same preachers are very gifted in contextualizing the message of the gospel.
Now my hope is that the example of these leading preachers will spur me and
other communicators toward better preaching to postmoderns. Too much is at stake to
ignore those leading the way.
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APPENDIX A

PROJECT PARTICIPANTS
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APPENDIX B
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 1
Speaker:

Church:

Sermon Titles (with Dates):

Content Quality 1: The sermon evidences belief in God the Father. (C1)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 2: The sermon evidences belief in God the Son. (C2)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 3: The sermon evidences belief in the virgin birth of Christ. (C3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 4: The sermon evidences belief in the crucifixion of Christ. (C4)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 5: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of Christ. (C5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 6: The sermon evidences belief in the ascension of Christ. (C6)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
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Content Quality 7: The sermon evidences belief in the coming judgment by Christ. (C7)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 8: The sermon evidences belief in God the Spirit. (C8)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 9: The sermon evidences belief in the Church. (C9)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 10: The sermon evidences belief in the forgiveness of sins. (C10)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 11: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of the body. (C11)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Content Quality 12: The sermon evidences belief in eternal life. (C12)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
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APPENDIX C
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 2
Speaker:

Church:

Sermon Titles (with Dates):

Delivery Quality 1: The sermon addresses immediate or felt needs. (D1)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Delivery Quality 2: The sermon identifies with hearers. (D2)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Delivery Quality 3: The sermon employs clear language. (D3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Delivery Quality 4: The sermon is Scripture driven. (D4)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Delivery Quality 5: The sermon is Christ centered. (D5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence

Delivery Quality 6: The sermon relates biblical truth to life. (D6)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
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APPENDIX D
SERMON EVALUATIONS: KIRBYJON H. CALDWELL
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 1
Speaker: Kirbyjon H. Caldwell

Church: Windsor Village United Methodist Church

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. Making 2004 a Blessed Year (01.04.2004), 2. Happy
Palm Sunday (04.04.2004), 3. Who Is the King of Glory? (04.11.2004), 4. A Hard Head
Makes a … (09.07.2003), 5. Somebody Ought to Praise Him (12.21.2003)
Content Quality 1: The sermon evidences belief in God the Father. (C1)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Refers to God as Maker in sermon #3, God
has made everything in Psalm 24.

Content Quality 2: The sermon evidences belief in God the Son. (C2)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Emphasis on Christ in closing of sermon 1.
Interprets the “Lord” in Psalm 23 as Jesus.

Content Quality 3: The sermon evidences belief in the virgin birth of Christ. (C3)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermon #3, the Word
made flesh.

Content Quality 4: The sermon evidences belief in the crucifixion of Christ. (C4)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to at the end of sermon #3.

Content Quality 5: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of Christ. (C5)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermon 1, emphasized
at the end of sermon 3.
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Content Quality 6: The sermon evidences belief in the ascension of Christ. (C6)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Refers to the King of glory in sermon 3, an
allusion to the ascended Christ.
Content Quality 7: The sermon evidences belief in the coming judgment by Christ. (C7)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.
Content Quality 8: The sermon evidences belief in God the Spirit. (C8)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.
Content Quality 9: The sermon evidences belief in the Church. (C9)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.…His sermons tend to be
very individualistic in focus.
Content Quality 10: The sermon evidences belief in the forgiveness of sins. (C10)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing referring to forgiveness in his
closing prayer in 2 sermons.

Content Quality 11: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of the body. (C11)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.

Content Quality 12: The sermon evidences belief in eternal life. (C12)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.
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SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 2
Speaker: Kirbyjon H. Caldwell

Church: Windsor Village United Methodist Church

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. Making 2004 a Blessed Year (01.04.2004), 2. Happy
Palm Sunday (04.04.2004), 3. Who Is the King of Glory? (04.11.2004), 4. A Hard Head
Makes a … (09.07.2003), 5. Somebody Ought to Praise Him (12.21.2003)
Delivery Quality 1: The sermon addresses immediate or felt needs. (D1)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Dealt with financial needs, physical needs,
and relational needs.
Delivery Quality 2: The sermon identifies with hearers. (D2)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Shares his own weakness: his lack of prayer
and fasting. Articulates questions and
concerns of his listeners. Makes reference to
local high school basketball players in
Houston.
Delivery Quality 3: The sermon employs clear language. (D3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Discusses perseverance as getting in God’s
face.
Delivery Quality 4: The sermon is Scripture-driven. (D4)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Reads a Scripture at the beginning of each
message and lets that guide his sermon.
Delivery Quality 5: The sermon is Christ-centered. (D5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Invites people to ask the King of Glory into
their lives.
Delivery Quality 6: The sermon relates Biblical truth to life. (D6)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Challenges people to practice the spiritual
disciplines, to have a regular praise life, and
to know God’s vision for their lives.
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APPENDIX E
SERMON EVALUATIONS: ADAM HAMILTON
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 1
Speaker: Adam Hamilton

Church: Church of the Resurrection

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. The Bible and the DaVinci Code (01.11.2004), 2. The
Meaning of the Passion (04.04.2004), 3. “That You May Have Life …” (04.11.2004), 4.
The Meaning of Life (09.07.2004), 5. The Tale of Two Christmas Songs (12.21.2003)
Content Quality 1: The sermon evidences belief in God the Father. (C1)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Affirmed in sermon #3; alludes to God as
our Maker in sermon #4.

Content Quality 2: The sermon evidences belief in God the Son. (C2)
1……2……3……4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
In sermons 1, 2, 3 and 5, belief in God the
Son is central.
Content Quality 3: The sermon evidences belief in the virgin birth of Christ. (C3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Affirmed in sermon #3; central to sermon 5.

Content Quality 4: The sermon evidences belief in the crucifixion of Christ. (C4)
1……2……3……4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 1. Sermon 2 explains
events leading up to the crucifixion. Central
in sermons 3 and 4.

Content Quality 5: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of Christ. (C5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 1. Central to sermon
3.
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Content Quality 6: The sermon evidences belief in the ascension of Christ. (C6)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No reference.
Content Quality 7: The sermon evidences belief in the coming judgment by Christ. (C7)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No reference.

Content Quality 8: The sermon evidences belief in God the Spirit. (C8)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference to the Spirit’s work
through the Bible and preaching in sermon
1.
Content Quality 9: The sermon evidences belief in the Church. (C9)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermon 3.

Content Quality 10: The sermon evidences belief in the forgiveness of sins. (C10)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Affirmed in sermons 2 and 3.

Content Quality 11: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of the body. (C11)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Affirmed in sermon 3.

Content Quality 12: The sermon evidences belief in eternal life. (C12)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Affirmed in sermon 3.
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SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 2
Speaker: Adam Hamilton

Church: Church of the Resurrection

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. The Bible and the DaVinci Code (01.11.2004), 2. The
Meaning of the Passion (04.04.2004), 3. “That You May Have Life …” (04.11.2004), 4.
The Meaning of Life (09.07.2004), 5. The Tale of Two Christmas Songs (12.21.2003)
Delivery Quality 1: The sermon addresses immediate or felt needs. (D1)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Addresses questions about the Bible, asks
the question of the purpose of life, and talks
about feeling left out.
Delivery Quality 2: The sermon identifies with hearers. (D2)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Addresses questions his listeners wrote him;
sensitive to Christians and non-Christians.

Delivery Quality 3: The sermon employs clear language. (D3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Hamilton carefully explains the context and
background of each Bible passage. He is an
excellent teacher.
Delivery Quality 4: The sermon is Scripture-driven. (D4)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
A specific passage guides/drives each
message.
Delivery Quality 5: The sermon is Christ-centered. (D5)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Each message points to Christ, inviting
people to trust in Christ.
Delivery Quality 6: The sermon relates Biblical truth to life. (D6)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Promotes the practices of Scripture memory
and Scripture study.
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APPENDIX F
SERMON EVALUATIONS: ANDY STANLEY
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 1
Speaker: Andy Stanley

Church: North Point Community Church

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. We Were All Fish Once (01.11.2004), 2. Submit
(04.13.2003), 3. Story Line (04.11.2004), 4. One Size Doesn’t Fit All (09.07.2003),
5. Going First (12.21.2004)
Content Quality 1: The sermon evidences belief in God the Father. (C1)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Addresses God as Heavenly Father in
sermons 1 and 2; this is also important to
sermon 4.
Content Quality 2: The sermon evidences belief in God the Son. (C2)
1……2……3……4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Central to sermon 1 and important to
sermons 2-5.

Content Quality 3: The sermon evidences belief in the virgin birth of Christ. (C3)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 2 (He emptied
himself and became a servant) and in
sermon 5.
Content Quality 4: The sermon evidences belief in the crucifixion of Christ. (C4)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 2, assumed in sermon
3, referred to again in sermon 5.

Content Quality 5: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of Christ. (C5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Central to sermon 3.
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Content Quality 6: The sermon evidences belief in the ascension of Christ. (C6)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference at the end of sermon 2.
Content Quality 7: The sermon evidences belief in the coming judgment by Christ. (C7)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 3.

Content Quality 8: The sermon evidences belief in God the Spirit. (C8)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No reference.

Content Quality 9: The sermon evidences belief in the Church. (C9)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Some references to the support of small
Overall, Stanley tends to be individualistic.
groups and to the church.

Content Quality 10: The sermon evidences belief in the forgiveness of sins. (C10)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
A foundational assumption of sermon 2 and
sermon 4.

Content Quality 11: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of the body. (C11)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermon 1.

Content Quality 12: The sermon evidences belief in eternal life. (C12)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermons 1 and 3.
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SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 2
Speaker: Andy Stanley

Church: North Point Community Church

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. We Were All Fish Once (01.11.2004), 2. Submit
(04.13.2003), 3. Story Line (04.11.2004), 4. One Size Doesn’t Fit All (09.07.2003),
5. Going First (12.21.2004)
Delivery Quality 1: The sermon addresses immediate or felt needs. (D1)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Mentions the desire to become a better
husband and dad, to become better
organized. Addresses family tensions during
the holidays.
Delivery Quality 2: The sermon identifies with hearers. (D2)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Addresses “brand new” and older Christians
alike and also the “unreligious.”
Delivery Quality 3: The sermon employs clear language. (D3)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Uses word pictures—sleeping through the
meteor shower, missing the shark’s tooth.
Explains all “unfamiliar” terms in the Bible.
Delivery Quality 4: The sermon is Scripture-driven. (D4)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
The passage guides the sermon.
Delivery Quality 5: The sermon is Christ-centered. (D5)
1……2……3……4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Sermon 1 is all about following Christ, as
are all sermons.
Delivery Quality 6: The sermon relates Biblical truth to life. (D6)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Shows his listeners how to have an
evangelistic focus. Emphasizes having
healthy relationships as a result of one’s
relationship with Christ.
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APPENDIX G
SERMON EVALUATIONS: RICK WARREN
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 1
Speaker: Rick Warren

Church: Saddleback Valley Community Church

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. The Race of Life (01.05.2003), 2. Can You Hear Me
Now? (03.28.2004), 3. The Passion: The Rest of the Story (04.11.2004), 4. Using What
You’ve Got (09.07.2003), 5. The Purpose Of Christmas (12.24.2002)
Content Quality 1: The sermon evidences belief in God the Father. (C1)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
God is referred to as creator/maker in
The term “Father” is rarely used in these
sermon 5.
messages.

Content Quality 2: The sermon evidences belief in God the Son. (C2)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Reference to Jesus in the Gospels. Prayers
are addressed to Jesus. Jesus is central to
sermon 3.
Content Quality 3: The sermon evidences belief in the virgin birth of Christ. (C3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Central to sermon 5.

Content Quality 4: The sermon evidences belief in the crucifixion of Christ. (C4)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 2 and central to
sermon 3.
Content Quality 5: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of Christ. (C5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Central to sermon 3; Jesus’ resurrection
makes us acceptable to God.
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Content Quality 6: The sermon evidences belief in the ascension of Christ. (C6)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.
Content Quality 7: The sermon evidences belief in the coming judgment by Christ. (C7)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Died and resurrected to release us from
God’s judgment; there is no condemnation
for Christians in view of the coming
judgment.
Content Quality 8: The sermon evidences belief in God the Spirit. (C8)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.
Content Quality 9: The sermon evidences belief in the Church. (C9)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Emphasized in sermons 1, 2, 4, and 5. “You
need a few Godly, Christian friends to tell
you the truth.” “God wants you in his
family.” “Get in a small group.”
Content Quality 10: The sermon evidences belief in the forgiveness of sins. (C10)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Presented as the “antidote for the pain of the
past.” Because of Jesus, we are forgiven.
Emphasized in sermons 1, 2, and 5.
Content Quality 11: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of the body. (C11)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No references.

Content Quality 12: The sermon evidences belief in eternal life. (C12)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference to heaven in sermon 2, and
in sermon 5.
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SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 2
Speaker: Rick Warren

Church: Saddleback Valley Community Church

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. The Race of Life (01.05.2003), 2. Can You Hear Me
Now? (03.28.2004), 3. The Passion: The Rest of the Story (04.11.2004), 4. Using What
You’ve Got (09.07.2003), 5. The Purpose Of Christmas (12.24.2002)
Delivery Quality 1: The sermon addresses immediate or felt needs. (D1)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Addresses worry, wounds, grief, life
purpose (surprise!).
Delivery Quality 2: The sermon identifies with hearers. (D2)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Frequently talks about the desire for a fresh
start.
Delivery Quality 3: The sermon employs clear language. (D3)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Uses very clear language. Explains grace;
employs lots of word pictures, illustrations.
Delivery Quality 4: The sermon is Scripture-driven. (D4)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Various passages; lots of Scripture used to
back up each point; extended treatment of
Moses in sermon 4.
Delivery Quality 5: The sermon is Christ-centered. (D5)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Frequently invites people to accept Christ;
special focus on this during Easter.
Delivery Quality 6: The sermon relates Biblical truth to life. (D6)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Asks people to write a worry onto the
outline and pray, surrendering this worry to
God. Challenges people to use their
influence for good.
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APPENDIX H
SERMON EVALUATIONS: WILL WILLIMON
SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 1
Speaker: Will Willimon

Church: Duke University Chapel

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. Baptism Miracle (01.11.2004), 2. No More of This
(04.04.2004), 3. Seeing Is Believing (04.11.2004), 4. The Wisdom of Freshmen
(08.24.2003), 5. Incarnation (12.21.2003)
Content Quality 1: The sermon evidences belief in God the Father. (C1)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Implied in the gospel story of sermon 1.

Content Quality 2: The sermon evidences belief in God the Son. (C2)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Central to sermons 1, 2, and 5.

Content Quality 3: The sermon evidences belief in the virgin birth of Christ. (C3)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermon 4 and central to
Willimon in sermon 2 questioned whether
sermon 5.
the Scriptures demanded belief in the
virgin birth.
Content Quality 4: The sermon evidences belief in the crucifixion of Christ. (C4)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Foundational to sermons 3 and 5.

Content Quality 5: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of Christ. (C5)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Central to sermon 3.

Thomas

99

Content Quality 6: The sermon evidences belief in the ascension of Christ. (C6)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No reference.
Content Quality 7: The sermon evidences belief in the coming judgment by Christ. (C7)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No reference.

Content Quality 8: The sermon evidences belief in God the Spirit. (C8)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Reference in sermon 1—Jesus’ baptism.

Content Quality 9: The sermon evidences belief in the Church. (C9)
1…..2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
No reference. Willimon is surprisingly
individualistic.
Content Quality 10: The sermon evidences belief in the forgiveness of sins. (C10)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Referred to in sermons 1, 3, and 5.

Content Quality 11: The sermon evidences belief in the resurrection of the body. (C11)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermon 3.

Content Quality 12: The sermon evidences belief in eternal life. (C12)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Passing reference in sermon 3.
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SERMON EVALUATION TOOL 2
Speaker: Will Willimon

Church: Duke University Chapel

Sermon Titles (with Dates): 1. Baptism Miracle (01.11.2004), 2. No More of This
(04.04.2004), 3. Seeing Is Believing (04.11.2004), 4. The Wisdom of Freshmen
(08.24.2003), 5. Incarnation (12.21.2003)
Delivery Quality 1: The sermon addresses immediate or felt needs. (D1)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Talks about each person’s need/desire to
hear from God; wanting to know God’s
will.
Delivery Quality 2: The sermon identifies with hearers. (D2)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Speaks to his university environment;
addresses current events.

Delivery Quality 3: The sermon employs clear language. (D3)
1……2……3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Explains biblical terms using slang from TV
shows: “It is Cops, first century style, What
are you gonna do, whey they come for
you?”
Delivery Quality 4: The sermon is Scripture-driven. (D4)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
The Scripture is read at the front of each
message and guides its flow.
Delivery Quality 5: The sermon is Christ-centered. (D5)
1……2……3…..4…..5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Jesus is the focus of sermons 1 and 2.

Delivery Quality 6: The sermon relates Biblical truth to life. (D6)
1…..2…..3……4……5
Positive Evidence
Negative Evidence
Light on application.
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APPENDIX I
SUMMARY ASSESSMENTS
Kirbyjon H. Caldwell: Windsor Village United Methodist Church (see Appendix D)
Kirbyjon Caldwell keeps a high level of energy as he invites audience response.
He asks congregants to complete familiar Scripture passages and sayings on several
occasions. Besides heightening the overall level of excitement in the worship service, this
interaction seems to build a sense of unity in the congregation, as well as increase
momentum in the sermon itself. Even though Caldwell is preaching to thousands, he
keeps the tone very personal as he addresses fellow staff members on stage by name,
even talking to himself at times. He often shouts to emphasize a point, abruptly shifts into
a whisper, and then will increase his volume again as he comes to the close of his
message. The rhythm of his speech is unpredictable enough to keep his listeners engaged,
though not disoriented.
In at least two of his sermons, toward the end of the message, he begins to sing
phrases, accompanied by the organist. He begins these messages reading the Scripture
passage that is the basis for the rest of the sermon. Many illustrations come from the
Bible—Ezekiel, Noah, Naaman, Elijah, Isaiah. Interestingly, he often addresses the issue
of forgiveness during his closing prayer and not during the sermon itself.
Remarkably, the sermon before Christmas makes no reference to the birth of
Christ. At the close of one or two sermons, Caldwell introduces one or two persons in the
congregation running for public office. No mention is made about voting for the persons,
nor is any reference made to party affiliation. The purpose, Caldwell states, for
mentioning these candidates is so congregants may pray for them.
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The general message of Caldwell’s sermons is that God is our deliverer, and
through him we experience victory. Perhaps the greatest weakness in his messages is he
does not spend enough time explaining how that victory is achieved for us by Christ. This
failure to focus on the work of Christ is supported by the fact that Caldwell consistently
received some of the lowest scores in the content evaluation categories.
Caldwell does well in identifying with his listeners. He puts hearers at ease as he
shares about his own weaknesses and spiritual struggles. He also articulates questions and
concerns on behalf of his listeners. Another strength is the attention he gives to Scripture.
As mentioned above, Caldwell begins his sermons reading a specific passage and then
allows that passage to guide the rest of his sermon. He conveys to his hearers that God’s
Word is significant and is decisive in how one should live.
Adam Hamilton: Church of the Resurrection (see Appendix E)
Hamilton enters the lives of his hearers by engaging them on an intellectual level.
One of the reasons for planting Church of the Resurrection, he explains, is to help the
people of greater Kansas City in the search for truth from a biblical perspective. He is
passionate about presenting the biblical message. His logic is compelling, and his
delivery is measured. Some messages he invests more time in providing information than
in providing spiritual formation. For example, in “The Bible and the DaVinci Code,” he
admits he presents more of a lecture than a sermon.
A unique feature of Hamilton’s preaching is inviting his parishioners to recite a
memory verse with him at the beginning of each sermon. This practice underscores the
great value placed on the biblical message and the search for truth from a biblical
perspective. This practice also points to one of Hamilton’s greatest strengths, which is the
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special attention he gives to the person and work of Christ.
Throughout his messages, Hamilton connects with his listeners through popular
culture. Video clips from movies pepper his sermons. Hamilton does a masterful job in
his Christmas message weaving popular culture with the biblical narrative of events
surrounding Christ’s birth. He compares the song of Mary in Luke to the song “Rudolf
the Red-Nosed Reindeer” to highlight God using the lowly things of this world to
confound the mighty. The real nugget of the song comparison is in learning about the
“Rudolf” songwriter, who was a real-life outcast. That kind of attention to detail
distinguishes Hamilton’s style of preaching.
Hamilton’s greatest concern is that his hearers know Christ. He explains to his
listeners who Christ is and what Christ has done for them, especially on the cross. Then
he invites them to know Christ on a personal level. To that end, he often leads his
listeners in a prayer, showing them how to talk to Christ and begin a relationship with
him.
Andy Stanley: North Point Community Church (see Appendix F)
The son of Charles Stanley, one of America’s better known preachers, Andy
Stanley has distinguished himself as an outstanding preacher to a brand new generation.
He dresses casually, sits on a stool, and preaches with an intensity that blends effectively
with his conversational style of speaking.
Typically, Stanley begins with a Bible passage and connects it with an immediate
need or desire with which most listeners can identify. He does a good job of connecting
Scripture to felt needs in “We Were All Fish Once” as he describes the call of the
disciples. As Stanley walks his listeners through various biblical stories, he conveys an
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enthusiasm for the Word of God as he shows the relevance of each passage to situations
today.
Stanley seems to be very aware of who is in his congregation. He speaks to
Christians and those asking about Christianity. As a result, his language is direct, and he
uses fresh terms to describe the Christian faith. For example, instead of referring to
evangelism as evangelism or as the practice of winning souls, he refers to it as the
process of leveraging one’s influence with one’s friends for Christ.
Another quality of Stanley’s preaching is his personal touch. While he does not
overload his sermons with stories about his wife and family, he naturally shares about his
life. His openness allows the listener to feel more comfortable with Stanley and, in the
end, to focus more on the message.
In each sermon, he places special emphasis on the relational dynamic of
Christianity. This focus on relationships is by far one of Stanley’s greatest strengths. He
demonstrates how one’s relationship to God through Christ affects every other
relationship. For example, he shows how Christ influences marriage, parenting, and
developing an evangelistic focus in friendship. No matter how much time he speaks to
human relationships, he always brings the attention back to one’s relationship with
Christ.
Rick Warren: Saddleback Valley Community Church (see Appendix G)
One of the most well-known preachers in America, Rick Warren combines his
evangelistic passion with a laid-back style well suited to southern California. Warren
wants his listeners to apply God’s Word to real-life situations. He is not interested in
offering vast amounts of biblical knowledge. His passion is to motivate people to align

Thomas 105
their lives with Christ. One of the ways he inspires his listeners is by presenting
testimonials of persons whose lives have been changed by Christ.
While Warren does not usually provide extensive information on any one biblical
passage, he does give many Scriptures to support a specific point. His repeated use of
Scripture makes clear that God’s Word is decisive in what one believes and how one
behaves. On one occasion, he gives an extended treatment of Moses in the sermon “Using
What You’ve Got” to encourage listeners to be good stewards of their influence.
A distinguishing mark of Warren’s preaching in this project is his emphasis on
community. He regularly encourages his listeners to be involved in a small group,
inviting each person to have a few godly friends “who will tell you the truth.” Warren is
also the only preacher to speak about starting new churches. He shared a taped testimony
of an inmate at a northern California prison who had helped start a church inside the
prison. A revival had begun at the prison after inmates had gone through a Forty Days of
Purpose program sponsored by Saddleback. One of the long-lasting effects of the revival
was the starting of this new church.
In each sermon, Warren provides at least one way his listeners can implement life
change based on the scriptural principals emphasized. For example, as he challenges
people to begin the new year free from worry, he invites them to write a specific worry
on a piece of paper and pray over it during a time of worship in the sermon. As with the
preceding case, Warren will often have his hearers do something during the sermon to
emphasize what needs to be applied throughout the week. Once again, Warren’s passion
is not that people just know more about Christ but that people are truly changed by
Christ.
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Will Willimon: Duke University Chapel (see Appendix H)
Will Willimon demonstrates a high regard for and great skill with words. In so
doing, he connects with the university environment where he preaches. He is concise and
to the point. While all the other participants in this project typically speak between thirtyfive to forty minutes, Willimon is in the pulpit for twenty minutes. His speaking style can
be described as something between a lecture and a conversation. He exudes a reverence
for the preaching enterprise and, at the same time, exhibits a playful attitude towards
himself and his congregants.
A thread that ties Willimon’s sermons together is his deep conviction that God is
truly speaking through the sermon. This conviction allows Willimon to confess freely his
own frustrations in preaching. He explains that the more he preaches, the more difficult it
becomes. Preaching is hard, he says, yet he knows he must press on and share God’s
Word. While Willimon is very clever with words, his confidence is not in his skill. He
clearly places his confidence in the power of God’s Word.
Another distinguishing characteristic of Willimon’s preaching is his boldness. He
is not afraid to speak a prophetic word. He addresses the current war on terror as he
questions the use of military power. Willimon not only speaks truth to power but also
raises a topic certain to be discussed on the university campus. Furthermore, he speaks
directly to his listeners on a personal level, sometimes so directly that it can be disarming,
but one can feel his pastoral concern for his congregants.
While Willimon is light on application, he does well in keeping Christ the focus
of many of his messages. He spends ample time explaining the person and work of the
Son of God. No other preacher invests as much in describing the significance of the
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Incarnation, for instance. He is also one of two preachers who refers to the work of the
Spirit. Overall, Willimon is doctrinally solid, keeping the emphasis on what God does for
us and not on what we do for him.
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